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Tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan Brasilian tummaihoisten etnistä kategorisointia sekä koulutukseen
liittyviä haasteita ranskalaisen antropologin Pierre Bourdieun teorioiden avulla. Brasilian 
kansallisissa tilastoissa on tapana jaotella väestö ihonvärin perusteella, ja näiden tilastojen 
valossa tummaihoiset brasilialaiset ovat aliedustettuina korkeakouluissa. Yhdysvalloista 
lähtöisin oleva affirmative action -politiikka on saanut jalansijaa Brasilian julkisessa 
keskustelussa erityisesti 1990-luvulta lähtien, ja sen myötä joissakin julkisissa korkeakouluissa 
on otettu käyttöön kiintiöt tummaihoisille opiskelijoille. Kuitenkin affirmative actionia on kriitisoitu
siitä, että se esittää epätasa-arvon johtuvan etnisestä epätasa-arvosta, vaikka erojen voitaisiin 
ajatella johtuvan sosioekonomisesta epätasa-arvosta. Historiallisesti Brasilian on ajateltu 
olevan rasismista vapaa yhteiskunta, mistä on käytetty nimitystä rodullinen demokratia.
Etnisen kategorisoinnin tarkasteluun käytetään bourdieuläisiä habituksen ja symbolisen 
pääoman käsitteitä. Habituksella viitataan yksilön sisäistämään asenteiden ja toimintatapojen 
kokonaisuuteen, jonka avulla henkilö arvottaa ja tulkitsee havaittua todellisuutta sekä toimii 
siinä. Symbolinen pääoma puolestaan viittaa kaikkiin Bourdieun pääomalajeihin liitettyyn 
tunnustukseen ja arvostukseen. Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on täten analysoida erilaisia arjen 
tasolla esiintyviä ihonvärikategorisointiin liittyviä ilmiöitä, jotka ovat kulttuurisesti rakentuneet. 
Tarkastelen tutkielmassa sitä, miten habituksellisia ja pääomaan liittyviä erontekoja tapahtuu, ja
mitä merkitystä sillä saattaa olla etnisen kategorisoinnin ja koulutuksen välisessä 
vuoropuhelussa. 
Tutkimusongelman tarkastelua varten keräsin aineistoa Koillis-Brasiliassa kahden kuukauden 
mittaisen kenttätyöjakson aikana. Aineistonkeruussa käytin etnografisia kenttätyömenetelmiä, 
erityisesti osallistuvaa havainnnointia, puolistrukturoituja sekä strukturoimattomia haastatteluja.
Haastattelut koostuivat julkisen peruskoulun rehtorin ja opettajan haastatteluista, kahden 
tummaihoisen kiintiöopiskelijan haastatteluista sekä yksityisen yliopiston opiskelijan 
haastattelusta. Lisäksi hyödynsin aineiston analysoinnissa aiemmissa tutkimuksissa esitettyjä 
havaintoja ja tulkintoja tummaihoisten kokemista tilanteista. 
Haastattelemani henkilöt olivat kokeneet tilanteita, joissa etniseen taustaan ja 
tummaihoisuuten liittyviä symbolisia arvostelmia voidaan pitää merkittävinä. Myös aiemmasta 
tutkimuskirjallisuudesta nousi esille esimerkkejä tästä. Havainnoimissani tilanteissa sisäistetyt 
sosiaaliset arvostelmat selittävät tarkkailemieni ihmisten habituksenomaista toimintaa. Näillä 
esimerkeillä voidaan olettaa olevan merkitystä brasilialaisen yhteiskunnan hierarkkiselle 
rakentumiselle ihonvärin mukaan Bourdieun näkemysten mukaisesti.
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Tiivistelmä – Referat – Abstract
This study looks at the ethnic categorization of darker skinned people and problems related to 
their participation in higher education through the theories of the French anthropologist Pierre 
Bourdieu. In the national censuses of Brazil the populace is categorized according to skin 
color. According to these publications, darker skin-colored Brazilians are underrepresented in 
higher education. Affirmative action politics has found it’s place within public discourse in Brazil 
beginning from the 1990’s, and as a consequence some institutes of higher eduction have 
adapted racial quotas for darker-skinned individuals. At the same time, affirmative action 
policies have been criticized on the basis that it suggests that inequality is by nature ethnic 
when such inequalities  could just as well be socioeconomic. Historically Brazil has been 
considered a society free of racism, or in other words “a racial democracy”.
Ethnic categorization is analyzed using Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts habitus and symbolic 
power. The idea of habitus is used to refer to any attitudes and manners internalized by an 
individual, with which that individual evaluates, interprets and choses to act in the reality that 
they perceive. With symbolic power this work refers to to all the different forms of capital 
mentioned in Bourdieu’s work that relate to recognition and appreciation. Therefore, the aim of 
this work is to analyze the socially constructed, various colloquial and everyday phenomena 
related to classification by skin color. I look at how habitus and symbolic capital related 
differentiation happens and what significance it might have for the discourse between ethnic 
categorization and education.
In order to answer the research question i collected material from fieldwork in North-Eastern 
Brazil  for 2 months. In collecting the material I used ethnographic field work methodology, 
especially participant observation, semi-structured and unstructured interviews. Among the 
interviewed are a public school principal, a teacher, two dark-skinned university students and 
one private school university student. In addition, I utilized material on situations encountered 
by dark-skinned people in Brazil that have been published in previous studies.
The interviewed had experienced situations in which symbolic evaluations related to their 
ethnic background and skin color can be considered significant. Additionally, many example of 
this arise from previous literature. In the situations that I observed social evaluations explained 
the habituslike actions of the people I observed. These examples can be assumed to have 
significance for construction of hierarchical society in Brazil in accordance with Bourdieaun 
theory. 
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1 Introduction
The  population  of  Brazil  has  been  characterized  using  a  triracial  system where  the
populace is considered to consist of whites, mulattos (pardo) and blacks (preto) (Kraay,
2004, p. 21). People of different skin colors have been claimed to coexist peacefully
under a  racial democracy  where racism is absent. Ideas such as the apparent  lack of
legal exclusion of blacks has helped maintain such a view in Brazil. The conception of
this ”Brazilian racial democracy” is often associated with sociologist Gilberto Freyre
and his classical account ”Casa Grande e Senzala” (Freyre, 1946). Even though Freyre
himself did not actually use the term “racial democracy” in his account, he nevertheless
puts forward the idea that the Portuguese, African and indigenous people had intense
and  close  relations  from  early  on  and  that  this  resulted  in  a  mixture  of  different
population  and cultural  segments.  According to  Freyre,  it  was  precisely  due to  this
miscibility that colonization spread in the particular way that it did in Brazil (ibid, 11).
Telles writes that miscegenation in Brazil as  mestizaje, but also in the other parts of
Latin  America,  creates  an  alternative  racial  ideology  as  opposed  to  one  of  pure
segregation, such as practiced in the United States for example (Telles, 2006, pp. 3–4). 
However,  this  optimism  concerning  Brazil’s  racial  relations  has  been  increasingly
criticized by researchers ever since the publication of UNESCO report in the 1950’s on
Brazilian social affairs. In this report, the significance of race and class in Brazil’s rural
areas was examined through a few case studies demonstrating the effects  of widely
practiced racial categorization and associated beliefs among Brazilians. These examples
suggest that everyday life is littered with events where race or skin color does have real
significance  for  people.  For  example,  Harry  W.  Hutchinson  writes  about  the  way
mulatto people are widely perceived as being unpleasant social climbers “trying to act
white” by both the white and black Brazilian populations. Other notable perceptions
include seeing Blacks as suitable for physical labor, and whites as properly educated
and rarely involved in physical labor. (Hutchinson, 1963, pp. 32–34). 
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Paradoxically almost, the seemingly inconsistent view that Brazil is a racial democracy
is evident to some degree even in the UNESCO study itself: “Brazilians can still call
their society a racial democracy” and “Brazil remains as a lesson in racial democracy
for  the  rest  of  the  world”1.  And  it  continues:  “There  is  no  race  problem  in  Vila
Recôncavo, nor does prejudice or discrimination work out as it does in other parts of the
Western  world.  A Negro  cannot  become  a  member  of  the  aristocracy,  but  a  well-
educated and economically successful Negro can have easy social relations with this
stratum. Negro ancestry is without doubt a grave disadvantage in economic and social
mobility, but there are no political and economic positions closed to a man of Negro or
mixed descent. As yet, however, only a few Negroes have moved into high political or
economic positions.“  (Hutchinson, 1963, p. 45.) Hence, even as the UNESCO studies
do not strictly and explicitly deny Brazil’s supposed status as a racial democracy, they
actually  seem to  provide  some quite  striking  examples  of  how racial  divisions  can
operate in Brazil. 
The  citation  above  suggests  that  the  authors  of  the  report  do  not  believe  that  all
discrimination faced by colored people could ultimately be resolved politically. This is
interesting,  since  such a  position  appears  to  be  in  direct  opposition  to  the  position
commonly  adapted  in  affirmative  action  thinking,  that  is,  that  any  form  of
discrimination can be dealt with the correct application of policy. For example, Telles
states that: “Affirmative action implies setting aside formal equality and seeking real
and material equality. It means breaking the logic by which we are all equal, when in
fact, we are not” (Telles, 2006, p. 71). Due to the increasing affirmative action discourse
in Brazil and the active civic participation by the black movement in Brazil, the racial
democracy  has  become increasingly  unappealing  concept  ever  since  1990’s  (Telles,
2006, p. 53).
In this thesis, the racial and ethnic dialogue of the population in Brazil will be examined
by looking at one of the prime examples of affirmative action policies, namely the use
of racial quotas in higher education. The use of racial quotas in admission to higher
education is probably the most discussed aspect of affirmative action in Brazil (Telles &
1 See preface to second edition. The section does not indicate author nor page numbers.
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Paixão, 2013). The enforcement of racial boundaries within such policies is one of the
main criticism against racial quotas in Brazil (see for example Dias Silva, 2012, p. 19).
Some  people  seem  to  be  worried,  that  racial  democracy  will  be  ruined  after  the
implementation of affirmative action policies, which also might imply denial of racial
problems. During my field studies I only heard racial quotas being criticized once. In
that case the criticism was directed towards the presumed “privileged” status of quota
applicants, which was believed to arise form them having more options for seeking
admission to university. More often than not, however, the people I encountered reacted
positively to the quotas.
The quotas are a concrete example of political and racial categorizing in Brazil, but the
presupposition of racial democracy and denial of racial problems penetrates the entire
society. Analyzing the ethnic and racial dialogue of Afro-Brazilians in everyday life is
thus attempted in this thesis, in order to understand the cultural construction of differing
status among coloured and uncoloured Brazilians. 
With respect to theory, the Bourdieuean concepts of habitus and capital will be applied
in the analysis of everyday situations, where categorizing by race clearly present. These
theoretical  perspectives  guide  attention  towards  the  socially  informed  subjective
perceptions  and  knowledge  constructions,  as  well  as  the  differences  in  status  and
different kinds of resources, both material and symbolic. In this way, it will be possible
to perform a more specific analysis of any relative disadvantages of colored Brazilians’
concerning their societal positions. It will also be possible to take a more detailed look
at culturally constructed beliefs and practices, and how those operate at the individual
level. The results of such an analysis will then be contrasted with the commonly held
belief in racial democracy. 
As a part of anthropological canon, Pierre Bourdieu’s theorizing is often associated with
the reflexive turn in anthropology. The reflexive turn refers to an ever growing critical
attitude towards and heightened awareness of how anthropological researchers portray
the  Other,  and how this  scientific  process  is  linked with the  close relation  between
colonization  and  anthropological  research  (Lane,  2000,  p.  87).  Yet,  an  aspect  of
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Bourdieuan theory that is perhaps even more relevant for the canon of anthropological
theory is the way in which Bourdieu approaches culture and social interaction in the
context  of  producing  and  acquiring  culture.  Omar  Lizardo  claims  that  Bourdieu’s
theorizing  actually  represents  post-cultural  anthropology,  which  means  that  he  has
rejected  the  conventional  ways of  anthropological  reasoning on culture,  and instead
applies  a  unique  theoretical  perspective  emphasizing how culture  is  transmitted  and
acquired.  Rather  than  theorizing about  a  cultural  system and its  inherent  logic  as  a
predisposition  for  action,  Bourdieu  approaches  the  assimilation  of  culture,  with  an
acknowledgement of the psychological and cognitive dispositions for social interaction.
(Lizardo, 2011, pp. 29–35.)
This approach is clearly distinct from the more common antimental manner in which
culture  is  analyzed  in  anthropology.  In  the  more  common approach to  culture  it  is
common to emphasize the systematization of cultural knowledge and concentrate on the
relationships holding within the structure. Lizardo, following Tim Ingold and Maurice
Bloch, argues that such an antimental approach has been present in anthropology since
Durkheim  defined  the  intent  and  boundaries  of  social  research  by  excluding  all
psychological phenomena (Lizardo, 2011, pp. 30–32). 
Thus, the novelty aspect of Bourdieu’s theories for anthropology arises from focusing
on the human body and cognition and seeing them as central elements of inspection for
social  phenomenon  and  action.  Such  theorizing  has  influenced,  for  example,  the
branches of cognitive and physical anthropology, and these theories have even been
linked with the larger discourse aiming to connect biology and sociology.  (Eriksen &
Nielsen,  2001, pp.  130–131).  Interestingly,  though, as JP Roos points out,  Bourdieu
himself  never  actually  wanted  to  admit  that  his  theorizing  on the  habitus could  be
explained in any other way than as social phenomena (Roos, 2006, pp. 98–99). 
 
Erin  McNamara  Horvat  suggests  that  Bourdieu’s  theoretical  assumptions  should  be
examined empirically in the field of education. She criticizes some earlier research for
applying only parts of Bourdieu's theoretical views, for example cultural capital, and
missing  a  lot  while  not  incorporating  others,  like  field,  habitus,  practice,  capital.
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(Horvart, 2003.) Hence, even though Bourdieu’s theories are well known and broadly
applied  in  social  science  and  education  research,  there  is  still  demand  for  further
application and examination of his views empirically. It may be that his theories are
overly abstract to apply to empirical research with ease, and hence there may have been
a tendency to simplify by using only fragments of his theoretical apparatus. This could
lead to misinterpretation or one-sided interpretation lacking the merits of Bourdieu’s
comprehensive intellectual insights.
For  this  thesis  I  have tried to  include theoretical  analysis  using Bourdieun ideas  as
widely and thoroughly as possible,  but due to restrictions of space and time I  have
restricted the theoretical analysis focusing on habitus and symbolic capital.
I think that the relationship between ethnic background and education is a topic that is
particularly interesting to look at from a Bourdieuan perspective. The sociologist Julian
Go points out that “Bourdieu’s work is not renowned for studies of colonialism and
associated  matters  of  social  transformation,  racial  difference,  or  inter-cultural
domination in non-Western contexts”(Go, 2013, p. 50). In the same article he argues,
that these issues could and should be studied by applying Bourdieu’s theoretical works.
However,  racial  equality  in  the  context  of  education  in  general  has  indeed  been
researched using Bourdieu’s works (see for example Horvart and Antonio 1999), but
less so in non-Western contexts. To the degree that Brazil can be seen as a non-Western
country  due  to  its  colonial  history,  my  thesis  will  hopefully  be  able  to  add  to  the
discussion a bit of the viewpoint that Go asks for. 
1.1 Research questions
Statistically speaking, the racial division in education is clearly present in the Brazilian
society. The statistics show that in the North-Eastern part of Brazil2, a relatively larger
proportion (17,3%) of the higher education student population are “white", while at the
same time only 13.8% of the area’s inhabitants are categorized as “whites”. “Blacks” in
North Eastern Brazil form a larger proportion of the population, 34,3%, but yet their
2 The state of Bahia is located in the area labeled “nordeste” (North-Eastern).
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participation rate among the higher education students is clearly lower than this, only
21,9 %. (Artes and Ricoldi 2015.) According to Telles, while 11,0 % of Brazil’s whites
had completed university studies in 1999, only 2,6 % of nonwhites had done so (Telles,
2006, p. 130). These numbers are obviously not proportionate with the relative sizes of
white and colored population in Brazil, which in 2010 were 47,5 and 50,9 % (see table
1). 
 Such  a  difference  in  educational  prospects  is  certainly  worth  consideration,  as
educational  institutions  are  important  elements  of  the  society  that  reproduce  social
hierarchies.  In  this  thesis  the  focus  will  therefore  be  on  an  attempt  to  analyze  the
manifold  interactions  between  education  and  social  and  ethnic  background.  This
question will be examined through an analysis of some of the social mechanisms that
constantly  create  ethnic  and  racial  differentiation  in  the  population.  As  mentioned
earlier, especially Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of habitus as well as symbolic
and cultural capital are applied in the theoretical analysis.
The main research question will be answered through ethnographic research conducted
in the North-Eastern part of Brazil, in the city of Salvador. During my fieldwork I tried
to understand through participant observation the cultural influences of ethnicity and
skin color  in  everyday situations.  In  order  to  analyze  this  issue in  the  Bourdieauan
framework  of  cultural  capital  and  habitus,  I  had  to  look  behind  what  was  openly
discussed in the society, and consider the hidden aspects of cultural values and beliefs.
In addition, I had to constantly analyze my own status in the field, as it turned out that I
became part of the game of skin color inequalities the moment I landed my foot to the
Brazilian ground. To me it seemed, that being white by habitus meant that I was being
treated with privilege in certain situations, while in other situations, I had to act much
more cautiously than what I was used to do in Finland. These issues will be analyzed
more specifically in the data analysis section of this thesis.
Bourdieu's  theories  acknowledge  that  a  great  deal  of  what  happens  through  social
interactions remains unconscious for the social agents participating in those interactions.
Through their  habitus they have socialized into a world, which means that they have
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internalized  what  is  specific  for  the  certain  field  or  game,  and  through  those
internalizations  agents  perceive  and act  accordingly,  without  necessarily  consciously
planning to do so. (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 136.) 
In  addition  to  economic  capital,  popularized  by  Karl  Marx,  Bourdieu  extends
cumulative  profits  into  symbolic,  cultural  and  social  capital.  A person  may  have
acquired  cultural  capital  through  education,  which  would  then  be  evident  in  the
presence of scholarly titles for example. Social capital refers to the advances one has
gained through social networking, in the form of favorable acquaintances. Both cultural
and  social  capital  can  be  converted  to  economic  capital  in  certain  circumstances.
(Bourdieu,  1986.) The idea  of  symbolic  capital,  then,  refers  to  the  recognition  and
related societal appreciation of these other forms of capitals  (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 141,
2009, p. 230). According to Bourdieu, social inequality depends both on the absolute
amount of capital but also on which structural form the the various capitals are allocated
to an individual(Bourdieu, 2010, p. 118). 
Bourdieu's insights help to analyze how those who are categorized as colored Brazilians
themselves  perceive  and  interpret  their  societal  and  educational  prospects.  Twine
remarks that in general, the socio-economic status of the Afro-Brazilians is seen as an
explanatory  issue  when  pondering  the  relatively  lower  participation  rates  at  the
universities (Twine, 1998, p. 60). Therefore, some auxiliary questions to aid examining
the main research problem are: can ethnic background indirectly hinder the educational
chances of the Afro-Brazilians, or are the lower participation rates simply a result of the
socio-economical class of the majority of Afro-Brazilians? Are racial relations possible
only when they have been explicitly constructed? How does the theorizing by Bourdieu
help to clarify these issues? 
One  of  the  biggest  challenges  of  researching  racial  categorizing  is  how  to  avoid
presenting the categories as essential features of the world, as they are usually implied
in practical situations (Brubaker, 2006, p. 32). In UNESCO’s research from the 1950’s it
has been stated, that the examined racial categories should not be treated as biological
or genetic givens, but rather as social practices  (Wagley, 1963, p. 14). To signify this
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principle, the UNESCO researchers coined the term “social race”. In this thesis, I shall
aim to reflect  the same approach in  the study of  skin color  categories,  id  est  these
categories are first and foremost used as social practices, not biological facts.
2 Theoretical framework
2.1 A short historical glance at how anthropology has used the idea of “ethnicity”.
Ethnicity as a theoretical concept is rather closely linked with the term “race” and –
nowadays quite antique clinging – “tribe”. Some argue that “ethnicity” has more or less
replaced these other analytical categories in anthropological literature (Cohen, 1978, pp.
380–382).  It  has  also  been  claimed  that  it  approaches  a  certain  kind  of  ”scientific
euphemism”, when ideas such as ”race” are simply replaced with the more accepted
”ethnicity”  (Bourdieu,  2009, p.  220).  I will  hence briefly analyze some of the main
issues of ethnicity in anthropological literature, hoping that this will clarify what today
is considered central in the scholarly discussions of the matter.  I will then consider,
whether  the  situation  of  so  called  Afro-Brazilians  offers  anything  of  value  to  the
theoretical discussions on ethnicity and race.
The idea of ethnicity is relatively new. According to Ronald Cohen, prior to 1971 ethnic
groups or ethnicity were rarely mentioned in anthropology text books. Possibly linked
to a specific publication, now considered a classic,  Ethnic groups without boundaries,
edited by Fredrik Barth, the usage of these terms then exploded. (Cohen, 1978, p. 380.)
Barth himself believed that the book’s popularity was due to its controversial findings,
according to which ethnic identity can be evoked in certain situations by a limited set of
criteria, as opposed to being experienced in accordance with a “massive facts of shared
culture and shared history” (Barth, 2007, p. 10). Cohen propounds a view according to
which the occurrence of a scientific approach to “ethnicity” corresponded with changes
in the state of the world – the rise of multicultural and globalized nation states, in which
separately living cultural groups (earlier referred to as tribes) became rare (Cohen, 1978,
p. 384). 
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Peter Wade, who himself has specialized in Latin American anthropology, summarizes
ethnicity as a form of “cultural geography”. This means that spatially located identities
formulate the core of what constitutes ethnicity in the globally interconnected world.
Wade  interprets  the  importance  of  ethnic  identities  as  resulting  from  the  rise  of
nationalism,  the  late  phase  of  imperialism and migrations  after  the  colonial  period.
(Wade,  2010,  p.  17.) His  interpretation  thus  is  congruent  with  Cohen's  view  that
research on “ethnicity” has risen in accordance with some, historically speaking, quite
recent changes in the social world.
Ethnicity thus seems to operate as a rather suitable lens through which to look at the
complex relations between various social collectivities in the contemporary world. Its
significance rises from the fact that ethnic identity is not necessarily evoked in one place
only, as a spatially located identity can be recalled and cherished in other places as well,
reflecting  the  movement  of  people  in  today's  world.  Such  identity  recollection
emphasizes  the  urge  to  categorize  cultures  and  nations  with  certain  geographic
territories. 
Liisa Malkki has analyzed such territorialization as a metaphysical practice, reflecting
the moral and spiritual needs of people. These needs are illuminated in the way the
terminology  of  belongingness  comprises  of  aborescent  words  such  as  rootedness,
fatherland, and heimatland. (Malkki, 1992, p. 27–31.)In addition to ethnic constructions,
rootedness is also a common metaphor relating to racial categorization, as the racial
connectedness is seen as usually implying a common heritage. 
Wade acknowledges that sometimes ethnicity has been used as a replacement for race,
only without the moral and historical burden often associated with racial categories. The
main difference between these two categories seems to be, that ethnicity is commonly
used when referring to cultural similarity among members of the group, whereas race is
usually seen as marking phenotypical or bodily similarity.  (Wade, 2010, p. 15.) Even
though bodily or phenotypical features may appear more consistent through out time
than cultural features, Steve Fenton declares that the attitudes towards both of these
categories can change just as quickly (Fenton, 1999, p. 10). Neither ethnicity nor race
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are thus fixed or static categories in social perception and interaction, but rather prone to
historical interpretations of their significance. 
In reality, the categories “race” and “ethnicity” are used somewhat interchangeably in
policy making, and often even in inconsistent ways. For example, “black” is a feature of
ethnicity  (but  not  race)  in  British  censuses,  whereas  culturally  differing  groups  in
Malaysia are categorized as different races. (Wade, 2010, p. 4.) As has been mentioned
earlier, in Brazil the national censuses ask for people’s color or race. These practical
examples further demonstrate the ambiguous relation between the race and ethnicity
categories. 
Ethnicity has been scientifically researched as a phenomenon of social organization, as
a term that can be evoked to enhance the feeling of a certain togetherness among a
group of people. Both Wade and Eriksen separate some central approaches in ethnicity
research, which they label as the “instrumentalist”, “resource mobilization” and “social
classification” models. The social classification model in ethnicity research claims that
people are categorized through social interaction based on some specific cultural traits
they exhibit in relation to other ethnicities. The social classification model thus includes
an assumption of ethnicity being something quite static. The instrumentalist model, on
the  other  hand,  was  coined  primarily  by  Abner  Cohen  as  a  critique  to  the  social
classification model. This alternative model defines ethnicity as a way of seeing and
creating  cultural  boundaries  in  order  to  enhance  political  power  or  gain  access  to
resources.  Eriksen,  however,  criticizes  Cohen’s  instrumentalist  approach by pointing
out, that if ethnic groups were entirely politically and ahistorically organized, it should
be possible to arbitrarily adhere to any given ethnic formation. However, such fluidity
does not seem to occur in reality. (Eriksen, 2010, p. 64; Wade, 2010, p. 16.)
Furthermore, Eriksen introduces the idea of “subjectivist” and “objectivist” approaches
to  ethnic  identity,  and  the  idea  of  “situational  selection”  of  ethnicity,  that  is  the
individual’s  possibility  to  choose  his/her  ethnic  identity  according  to  the  situation.
Objectivist approach – such as A. Cohen’s instrumentalist model – assumes that ethnic
categorizations can exist regardless of the individual’s choices or awareness as an aspect
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of  social  organization.  Fredrik  Barth’s  theorizing  would  be  an  example  of  the
subjectivist  approach,  which  highlights  the  agent's  own  role  in  employing  ethnic
categorization to himself/herself. Additionally Eriksen describes how some approaches
have been labeled as “cognitive”,  emphasizing choice and strategy and “structural”,
pointing to limiting constraints for agents. (Eriksen, 2010, pp. 64–65.) 
The multitude of approaches to ethnic relations probably also affects the way in which
ethnic categorizing is scientifically hypothesized to operate. For example, Steve Fenton
divides the study of races and ethnicity into three categories, which could be seen as
different  layers  in  a  society  where  social  interactions  occur.  These  “layers”  are  the
micro,  meso and macro levels. Here the micro level refers to the everyday encounters
and interactions between people and things, the macro level to the state level events, and
the meso level to the institutions that operate between those two levels. (Fenton, 1999,
p. 14–15.) Subjectivist and situational approaches to ethnicity could be more effective in
explaining  the  micro  level  social  interactions,  while  objectivist  approaches  may  be
relevant when conducting research on how the states employ ethnic categories (macro
level analysis). 
As it can be concluded, the main issue in the academic discourse on ethnicity seems to
be: what actually constitutes an ethnic category. It is also unclear, how ethnicity differs
from racial  categorization,  especially  since  these  two categories  are  used  somewhat
interchangeably  in  practice. The  scientific  study  of  ethnicity  reflects  the  broader
theoretical constructions in the social sciences, and the approaches vary depending on
whether  an  individual  agent  is  emphasized  as  opposed  to  a  collective  society  and
whether  cognitive  or  subjective  aspects,  or  “social  facts”  existing  regardless  of  the
individuals, are emphasized (Eriksen, 2010, pp. 65–66). 
Bourdieu's theorizing actually tries to solve these seemingly opposite levels of analysis
by taking into account both the individual and the collective aspects of culture and
society through theoretical concepts such as  habitus and taste.  The ambiguity of the
ethnic  and  racial  categories  in  itself  demonstrates  how  the  categorizing  actually
produces and reproduces those categorical principles  (Bourdieu, 2009, pp. 220–221).
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Later in the data analysis section I will examine more closely Bourdieu's insights on
ethnicity.
2.2 Who exactly are “Afro-Brazilians”?
In  order  to  be  able  to  examine  the  interactions  between  education  and  ethnic
background, I would like to first look at meaning and history of the widely used label
“Afro-Brazilians”.  To  do that  well,  I  will  also  look  a  bit  into  the  history  of  racial
relations in Brazil.
A common way to perceive and categorize people in Brazil is by the employment of
skin color terms. As a matter of fact, even the Brazilian state utilizes respondent-applied
skin color terms in demographic questionnaires and publications. In 2010 the Instituto
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, the national statistics institute in Brazil, used six
different categories to define the “color or race” of its population: white (branca), black
(preta), yellow (amarela), brown (parda), indigenous group members (indigena), and
undeclared (sem declaração) (see table 1). As can be seen from the table below, when
using this scheme, blacks and browns make over half of the Brazilian population in
2010 statistics. 
The skin color categories have been employed in the national censuses of Brazil since
the 18th century, even though the significance of certain categories and the number of
categories in use has varied. For example,  pardo has been suggested by Hebe Maria
Mattos de Castro and Sheila  de Castro  Faria to refer to free-born slaves in the 18th
century censuses (Kraay, 2004, pp. 21–22). Such variation in categorizing is an example
of a state's symbolic power, the power to name and create distinctions through naming
or categorizing people  (Wacquant, 2013, p. 3). Bourdieu describes symbolic power as
the power to “make people see and believe”, leading to the formation of groups for
example in the case of ethnic identities (Bourdieu, 2009, p. 221). In a similar fashion,
Michel Foucault has theorized about modern societies’ governmentality as relating to
such identifications and classifications  (Brubaker, 2006, p. 42).  Official classifications
12
are thus commonly seen as a project of modernity, even though symbolic power can be
exercised without the modern state as well. 
Color or race




2000 2010 2000 2010 2000 2010
Total 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00
White (Branca) 53,7 47,5 52,4 46,5 55,0 48,5
Black (Preta) 6,2 7,5 6,6 8,0 5,9 7,1
Yellow (Amarela) 0,4 1,1 0,4 1,0 0,5 1,2
Brown (Parda) 38,5 43,4 39,4 44,1 37,5 42,8
Indigenous 0,4 0,4 0,4 0,4 0,4 0,4
Undeclared 0,7 0,0 0,7 0,0 0,7 0,0
Table 1: Percentual distribution of population based on sex, color and race. Brazil
– 2000/2010. Table taken from table 6 of Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 
Estatstíca - IBGE, (2014)3
The racial categories of the Brazilian census are further elaborated in colloquial speech,
where  a  notably  large  number  of  skin  color  terms  have  been  documented  to  exist
(Harris, 1970; Sanjek, 1971; Sansone, 2003). Abdias do Nascimento and Elisa Larkin
Nascimento interprets the black population of Brazil as consisting of those categorized
as preto and pardo, and these categories are conventionally considered to make up the
group of ”negro,  afro-brasileiro or  afro-descendente”  (Nascimento do & Nascimento,
2001, p. 108). In colloquial speech in Brazil, blacks use a variety of terms to indicate
themselves, the most popular ones including  preto,  negro,  moreno,  escuro,  pardo and
mulato (Sansone 2003: 37). The wide vocabulary of self-declared skin color may even
include terms such as cinnamon, ant and color of milk (Sansone, 2003, p. 39). Sansone
claims that the term pardo, which is included in national censuses and usually refers to
mulattoes, is actually less preferred in the self-categorization of Brazilians than the term
moreno (ibid: 50). Official terms are thus, perhaps, not always as popular in common
3 Opus lacks page numbering.
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usage,  a  fact  that  actually  seems  to  somewhat  question  the  effectiveness  of  state’s
symbolic power. 
 
Especially  the  terms  pardo and  preto tend  to  be varyingly  used according to  one’s
socioeconomic status. According to Sansone, those blacks with higher income and who
are  trying  to  advance  socially  are  more  likely  to  describe  themselves  as  pardo or
moreno than  preto. On the other  hand, lower-income respondents tend to categorize
themselves as preto, preto signifying the lowest social position in addition to skin color.
(Sansone, 2003, p. 47.) 
 
As  racial  categories  are  always  socially  constructed,  the  choice  of  which  color
categories to use might have political consequences. Loveman, Muniz & Bailey point
out, that the deployment of specific color categories emphasize perceptions of certain
societal  facts  as opposed to others.  For example,  if  the IBGE were to use a binary
category  black/white  instead  of  the  more  versatile  color  palette,  many  of  the
respondents  might  rather  choose to  be  members  of  the  “white”  category  instead  of
“black” category, as whiteness is culturally preferred in Brazil. Thus the totality of the
members afro-descendente would diminish, but at the same time the statistical income
gap between blacks and whites would increase, since statistically  pardo population is
currently doing slightly better economically than  preto. (Loveman, Muniz, & Bailey,
2012, p. 15–16.)
Any reference to ”Afro-Brazilians” is similarly a political act. This is illustrated by the
fact that the concept “Afro-Brazilian” is not frequently used in the colloquial language
of Brazilians, a fact that quickly clarified itself for me during my fieldwork in Salvador.
Thus the question of what sort of ethnicity – the idea of a shared origin or groupness –
adheres to the case of Afro-Brazilians, itself formulates a somewhat complex research
problem.  A  lack  of  autodesignation  implies  a  lack  of  noumenal  factuality  of  a
community according to Greg Urban (Urban, 1996, p. 29). In this case, Afro-Brazilians
would  be  a  relatively  empty  category,  despite  the  fact  that  the  term has  been used
frequently  in  research  contexts,  whereas  the  phenotype categories  black,  white,  and
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brown would have certain noumenal factuality, as represented by national surveys and
the colloquial speech of the Brazilians. 
However, it is not only the lack of usage of the term “Afro-Brazilians” that makes one
hesitant  to  claim such a  group actually  exists  as  an  object  of  academic  inquiry.  In
addition, people of Brazil very rarely subjectively proclaim themselves as being African
descendant (Schwartzman, 1999, p. 87). This is problematic when trying to analyze the
ethnicity of the so called Afro-Brazilians,  id est those Brazilians who are assumed to
share an identity as African descendant Brazilians. There simply seems to exist a lack of
such general subjective categorization in Brazil. 
Exceptions to this occur mostly in the black movement and some other culturally and
politically active groups (like some Afro-Brazilian religious sects) (see for example de
Santana Pinho, 2012, pp. 30–34). In a statistical analysis, Sansone concluded that better
educated  individuals  with  higher  salaries  are  more  likely  to  describe  themselves  as
negro.  The  term,  in  a  similar  way to  “Afro-Brazilian”,  has  ethnic  “shared  origins”
connotations  and  is  used  heavily  in  political  contexts.  (Sansone,  2003,  p.  56.)
Nevertheless,  ethnic  identification  as  Afro-Brazilian  or  negro still  remains  marginal
within the general black population in Brazil. 
It is socially and politically significant, however, that the term Afro-Brazilian has been
granted official and legislative support. The law on racial equality  (Statute of racial
equality, 2010) defines the Afro-Brazilian population as the collection of respondents
that have self-categorized as either  pardo or  preto in national censuses. The same law
demands  that  the  teaching  of  African  heritage  should  be  included  in  the  school
curriculum  by  examining  the  history  of  African  and  of  Afro-Brazilians  in  Brazil.
Sansone also reports that the term negro has increasingly replaced the terms preto and
pardo in  official  usage  (Sansone,  2003,  p.  48).  Affirmative  action  policies  are  thus
partaking in the creation of an ethnically informed affinity between  preto and  pardo,
and through this symbolic use of power, the legislative descriptions could influence the
way Brazilians perceive their ethnicity in the future.
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At the moment, many universities have employed racial quotas as opposed to ethnic
ones, that is quotas for “blacks” and not for, say “Afro-Brazilians”. The realization of
such quotas can lead to some quite odd sounding practices. For example, the University
of Brasilia photographed applicants and panel members then had to decide whether or
not  the applicant  was phenotypically  “black enough” to  qualify to  apply within the
quota. Such practice has since then stopped, but it is still a curious example of official
racial categorization.
Phenotypical categorizing is an example of racial categorizing, but as I have tried to
show here, the borderline between ethnic and racial categories is blurry. Eriksen for
example points out, that these terms often overlap and should be viewed as kindred
terms,  but  still  theoretically  separate  (Eriksen,  2010,  pp.  5–8). Despite  the  many
inferences of racial categorizing even in official censuses, there is nowadays a common
tendency  to  avoid  the  employment  of  racial  categories,  especially  in  the  Finnish
academics  (Puuronen,  2011,  p.  49).  The  most  important  reason  for  this  is  that  the
scientific base for biological races has been inadequate. The genetic criteria that has
been used to differentiate races or subspecies in other species do not account for human
racial differences (Cosmides, Tooby, & Kurzban, 2003, p. 173).
The American Anthropological Association has also declared its position against racial
categorizing  in  a  “Statement  on  ‘Race”,  which  serves  as  an  ethical  guideline  for
anthropologists around the world  (“Statement on Race,” 1998). This statement notes
that referring to blacks as a separate race was a significant control strategy during the
colonial  times,  and “(t)he different  physical traits  of African-Americans and Indians
became markers  or  symbols  of  their  status  differences.”.  These markers  or  symbols
continue to have relevance in a post-colonial Brazil, shown for example in how the state
gathers official statistics of people according to their skin color. Such practice could be
described as a form of ”racialization”, the way certain phenotypical attributes become
socially relevant when categorizing people  (Miles, 2000, p. 140). The significance of
these  markers  or  symbols  in  today’s  Brazil  is  thus  a  key  to  understanding  the
racialization  of  Afro-Brazilians  and  the  resulting  possible  social  differentiation.
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Importantly, such differentiation might have an effect on the different participation rates
at higher education institutions. 
Later in my data analysis the term ”Afro-Brazilians” will be used interchangeably with
”coloured Brazilians” and ”black Brazilians”, since these are the categorizations most
often referred to in the academic discourse. My personal experience nevertheless does
support  the  fact  that  ”Afro-Brazilians”  is  not  a  common categorization  used  in  the
everyday language of Brazilians, and people are more inclined referring to themselves
and others as black (preto, negro) or mulatto (pardo) than as Afro-Brazilians. 
2.3 ”There are no racial issues in Brazil” Racial relations of the African and the 
European descended in Brazil
Since the aim of this thesis is to examine the interactions between ethnic background,
racial  differentiation  and  the  lower  participation  rates  of  Afro-Brazilians  in  tertiary
education, it is important to take a closer look at the historical relations between the
African and European descended in Brazil. Does earlier research support the conception
of Brazil as a ” country void of racism”? What kind of background ideas are related to
this  matter,  and  why  would  Bourdieuan  analysis  serve  to  better  understand  these
relations?
The  first  Africans  were  brought  to  Brazil  to  work  as  slaves  in  the  service  of  the
Portuguese colonial settlers. According to Metcalf, Brazilian slavery began in the 16th
century when the first governor arrived in Brazil with slaves provided to him by the
Portuguese  crown.  Slavery  had  already  been  an  accepted  convention  in  the
Mediterranean back then, but it was the Portuguese seafarers who made the custom a
form of systematic trade. The Portuguese crown itself  supported the slave trade and
even accounted for one third of the markets. (Metcalf, 2005, p. 160, 171.)
Justification for such practice was sought from the early writings of Aristotle and from
the Bible. Aristotle had written that it was natural that part of human beings served as
slaves, and the biblical account that seemed to justify African slavery was the story of
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the sons of Noah, one of whom was called Ham and who was cursed because he told his
brothers  about  seeing  the  nakedness  of  his  father  Noah.  According  to  Metcalf,  the
misinterpretation of this biblical story led some to think that the sons of Ham were black
because of the curse, and that the curse itself made them fit for slaves. (Metcalf, 2005,
p. 159, 163.)
Abolition was established in Brazil  in 1899 – last  of the countries in the Americas.
Regardless  of  the late  abolition,  Brazil  is  often  considered  a  country where  slavery
operated  in  a  milder  form than in  the  United  States  for  example,  and where  racial
discrimination has occurred less frequently.  For example, Robert E. Park argues in his
article The Nature of Race Relations that in reality there is no race problem in Brazil.
Park believes this to be the case because, according to him, Brazilian people are not
aware  of  their  “African”  or  “European”  racial  origins.  Apparently  in  his  view,
problematic race relations – or any relations for that matter – are possible only when
people actively and consciously identify themselves and their peers with a particular
ethnic or genetic group leading to enforced social distances. (Park, 2000, p. 105.) 
To say that any race problem is nonexistent in Brazil due to lack of explicit racial or
ethnic  differentiation,  should  be  considered  a  rude  oversimplification.  Park’s  theory
seems  to  imply  that  only  conceptual  and  propositional  consciousness  of  ethnic
background can cause real social differentiation. That is to say, that people are being
categorized in a socially purposeful way if  and only if  there are outspoken remarks
stated about these categories and memberships. 
This kind of discourse-centered view may be contested by the theories developed by
Pierre  Bourdieu,  which  take  into  account  the  more  subtle  layers  of  human  social
behavior. For example, this is possible by following Bourdieu and how he describes the
unconscious  aspects  of  behavioural  tendencies  through  theoretical  construction  of
habitus. Apparently, there are more nuances in social behavior that can be detected in
language use alone. 
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Social statistics of Brazil reveal the same point over and over again; whites are doing
much better in all given categories that are thought to measure social success – health,
education and income (Morrison, 2012, p. 244). Skidmore writes that in 1991, when the
Afro-Brazilian population measured to 44 % of all Brazilians, that the ”positions of
authority” were nearly entirely possessed by whites  (Skidmore, 1999, p. 208). This is
not  necessarily  in  opposition  to  the  idealistic  view  portrayed  by  Donald  Pierson,
according to which the elite will indeed welcome a black person that has risen up the
social  latter.  There is even a saying in Brazil,  that a black man, upon accumulating
wealth, becomes white. However, while it is not entirely impossible, clearly such social
mobility seems to still be significantly challenged for black and brown Brazilians. 
Edward  Telles  has  published  a  more  systematic  review  of  individual  demographic
studies  on  socioeconomic  differences  in  Brazil.  In  his  analysis,  he  covers  various
measurements of wealth, education, human development index, unemployment, income
and occupation, all of which indicate that coloured Brazilians as being worse off than
their  un-coloured  contemporaries.  For  example,  the  average  income  for  colored
Brazilians amounts to only 40 and 44 % of the equivalent for whites. Adult literacy rates
are  also  significantly  lower,  being  28  %  greater  for  whites  than  nonwhites  Telles
therefore comes to the conclusion that in the light of socioeconomic measures, Brazilian
society is certainly racially structured. (Telles, 2006, p. 112–115, 137.)
Hence the argument that if people are not outspokenly race-aware there are no race-
related problems such as striking social inequalities – is not backed up by important
quantitative evidence. Furthermore, it is probably reasonable to question, whether such
denial might actually be part of the problem, and ethnographic research conducted by
Winddance Twine in the Brazilian countryside actually points to this direction (Twine,
1998).
Park’s simplified views on Brazil’s situation with respect to racial relations are based on
an unpublished text by Donald Pierson. In another text, an ethnography from the 1940’s,
Pierson does actually portray Brazil as a country nearly free of racism. Pierson describes
several features of Brazilian society in the book’s introduction, including: 
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1) discrimination in Brazil is based on class, not race.
2) There are no conscious thoughts related to racial purity at the general level
3) In common Brazilian culture only positive attributes are associated with those of
darker skin color
4)  The  impoverishment  of  dark  skinned  Brazilians  is  an  economic  and  educational
problem,  resulting  from colonial  history  and  “inadequate  school  system”.  (Pierson,
1967.)
According to Pierson, the relatively worse off status of dark skinned Brazilians during
the time he wrote his ethnography (1940’s) was due to the fact that only a small amount
of time had passed since Brazil’s extremely late abolition (1899). However, this claim
appears to be in contradiction with the fact that the situation has changed very little
during the entire 21st century, as the statistics analyzed by Telles show. Nevertheless,
Pierson's old arguments, supporting the idea of racial equality in Brazil, could be used
even today as evidence against racial differentiation in Brazil, given that there seems to
be no explicit discrimination against colored Brazilians. 
Skidmore,  on  the  other  hand,  writes  that  the  lack  of  legal  segregation  was
understandable  in  Brazilian  society,  not  due  to  a  lack  of  discriminative  and  racist
thinking, but because of the wide-spread belief that the inferior races would evidently
disappear after mingling with the superior white population of Brazil. Such ideology is
labeled  by  Skidmore  as  ”whitening”.  (Skidmore,  1993,  p.  58–60.) According  to
Skidmore, blacks were truly seen as inferior, even stupid, weak and thus unable to be
deemed responsible for their actions, but the superiority of the white population was
believed to conquer in the end (ibid). 
Apparently  the  idea  of  uncomplicated  racial  relations,  later  described  as  ”racial
democracy”, thrived at the same time with the conception of the white race as superior
to all others. Skidmore also describes how the racial relations were, in practice, widely
seen as uncomplicated in Brazil, going so far that even those who were against abolition
did not use arguments concerning racial differences to back up their views (Skidmore,
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1993, p. 12–23, 64.) It can be concluded then, that even though there has been little
explicit  or  legal  discrimination  against  non-white  population  in  Brazil,  at  the  less
explicit  level  regarding  skin  color  and  other  perceivable  physical  features,  racial
prejudices have been and still are traceable. 
An example of this is the frequency of violent events experience by blacks, and even
eliminative practices against poor and black citizens. Even when the socio-economical
background  is  taken  into  consideration,  brown and  black  Brazilians  are  statistically
more likely to be violently attacked than whites. The darker the skin color, the greater
the risk of becoming a victim of assault. Skin color also corresponds with the likelihood
of  being  assaulted  by  police,  black  Brazilians  being  much  more  likely  to  become
victims of police brutality than the whites. (Mitchell & Wood, 1999, p. 1010–1013.)
According  to  Nancy  Scheper-Hughes,  the  public  discourse  has  increasingly
incorporated race-based hatred for the justification of military assaults against young
and black  favela residents. Minor thievery by black and poor Brazilians is deemed as
natural actions of “the beasts of Africa” (bichos da Africa) instead of being affected by
social circumstances (Scheper-Hughes & Sargent, 1998, p. 379). According to Scheper-
Hughes, the hardening attitudes are a direct consequence of the societal change after the
democratization of Brazil, which has resulted in more frequent encounters between the
different  segments  of  population,  especially  between  favela dwellers  –  now  freely
venturing the streets of urban centers – and the wealthier population. Such encounters
create tensions and hostilities among the prejudiced population, and military actions in
favelas are  addressing some of  the  problems by eliminating  poor  and black  people
violently through a sort of criminality control.  (Scheper-Hughes & Sargent, 1998, p.
380–384.) 
However,  the  nature  of  racial  relations  do  not  just  depend  on  opinions  of  white
Brazilians. There is indeed a perceptible generation gap in the way black Brazilians
themselves view racial discrimination, which also corresponds with the changes at the
society.  Apparently,  the  younger  and  more  educated  youth  tend  to  be  able  to
conceptualize  discrimination better,  and they also have  more  “color  consciousness”,
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which  then  results  in  greater  activity  on  the  matter.  (Sansone,  2003,  p.  105.) Such
difference is probably partly due to educational improvements after the democratization
of Brazil, but as Sansone points out, it is basically an outcome of the younger generation
being more in touch with white population in general, thus being able to witness racial
discrimination more directly. Such a generation gap is perceptible also in the accounts
of my two quota student informants, which will be presented in the data analysis section
later.
2.4 Affirmative action in Brazil
I shall briefly look into the history of affirmative action in Brazil.  Later in my data
analysis, I will examine the account of two quota students, who are representatives of
such policy at the educational sphere. Their personal experiences serve as examples of
reconstruction  of  racial  democracy  ideal  at  the  individual  level,  and  the  resulting
willingness to participate in the affirmative action program through university’s quota
system. 
In general, affirmative action policies are employed in several democratized societies,
and not just in countries with colonial history. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
defines  affirmative  action  as  ”positive  steps  taken  to  increase  the  representation  of
women and minorities in areas of employment, education, and culture from which they
have been historically excluded” (Fullinwider, 2014). The same source dates affirmative
action beginning in 1964 through the Civil Rights Act in the United States. Affirmative
action thus covers various kinds of policies to better include minorities, and university’s
racial quotas are one example of this. 
Due to widespread beliefs in racial democracy, affirmative action for racial equality has
not gained popularity in Brazil until quite recently. Its' breakthrough has gone hand in
hand with the critical revelations concerning the racial democracy ideal, and also as a
part of the democratization process in Brazil beginning from 1985. (Telles, 2006, p. 47,
53.) 
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Embracing the African-descendant ethnic identity and questioning the unproblematic
racial relations are also related to the goals of Brazil’s black movement. Politization of
the  black  movements  in  Brazil  began  in  the  1970's,  when  the  Movimento  Negro
Unificado (MNU) was established, and the federal and local governments were being
influenced by black activists. The black movement has since then played a key role in
criticizing  the  racial  democracy  ideal  and  bringing  affirmative  action  through  into
Brazil's  public  agenda.  The  black  movement  has  addressed  problematic  issues
considering racial exclusion in the Brazilian society both at the domestic level and also
at several international platforms. (Telles, 2006, p. 48–76.)
However, as Donna Goldstein notes, the black consciousness movement in Brazil has
not received the kind of popularity that might be expected of it, and it seems that for
various reasons many black or brown Brazilians appreciate more neutral approaches to
societal  questions  related  to  ethnicity  and  racism  (Goldstein,  2003,  pp.  130–135).
Skidmore even addresses the lack of solidarity among the Afro-Brazilians themselves as
a reason for weak support of the social  movements  (Skidmore,  1999, pp. 208–210).
According  to  Telles,  the  support  from  international  organizations  like  the  United
Nations  and  the  Interamerican  Development  Bank  has  actually  influenced  Brazil's
affirmative action policy implementations rather than any mass support of the black
movement  (Telles,  2006,  pp.  62–76). Democratization  and  globalization  are  thus
important factors in the development of both the black consciousness movement and the
affirmative action policies in Brazil's national agenda. 
Although affirmative action may refer to all sorts of equality promoting policies, the
discussion of affirmative action in Brazil is usually about the university quota system.
Telles writes, that the admission procedure at public universities is easily combined with
the quota system, as students get accepted based on the entrance examinations. First
university to launch a quota system was the State university of Rio de Janeiro in 2002,
and already in 2010 49 of 95 public universities were employing the quota system. The
rapid implementation of quotas is  remarkable,  especially since when they were first
applied,  public  discussion  about  racism  was  almost  nonexistent.  (Telles  &  Paixão,
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2013.) The rapid implementation of affirmative action policies in Brazil could thus be
considered as rather impressive.
Culmination of the affirmative action politics in Brazil  happened in 2010, when the
”Statute of Racial Equality” was approved by president Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva. This
law includes goals for racial equality covering societal areas like for example culture,
sports, education, religious cults, dwelling and media (Statute of racial equality, 2010).
The  approval  of  the  law was  not  a  straightforward  matter  however,  and  it  actually
resulted  in  a  heated  public  debate  against  the  law.  Main  opponents  argued  that
affirmative  action  policies  would  rather  lead  to  creation  of  racial  boundaries  in  the
Brazilian society, and that the addressed inequalities are more likely economically based
than racial.(Dias Silva, 2012, p. 19.) Such discussions continue in Brazil even today,
and it seems hard to accept that racial inequalities in Brazil could be due to prejudices
regarding racial categories.
Socio-economic class seems to better  comply with publics  attitudes  as a  reason for
inequalities between whites and blacks in Brazil. Poverty can be seen as the cause for
lower participation rates in university for black Brazilians for example. In this case, due
to historic reasons, black Brazilians are seen as being unable to rise up the social latter
because of their socio-economic background instead of cultural prejudices based on skin
color. For sure socio-economic background is also important when considering one's
social ambitions and choices in life. But whether it is the only explanatory factor behind
statistical racial differences in Brazilian society is strongly questionable.
3 Research setting and methods
3.1 Ethnographic setting: the guest house in the city of Salvador 
Salvador is a coastal city and a metropolitan area of over 2,6 million residents, located
in the North-Eastern part of Brazil. Salvador, the tropical capital of the state of Bahia,
was formerly itself called Bahia. It was the first city established in the colonized country
by the Portuguese in the 16th century and was once the richest port in the world.
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Geographically,  Salvador  is  located  on  a  peninsula  divided  into  ridges  and  valleys
alternating  the  landscape.  The  city  is  edged  by  the  long  seashore  surrounding  this
peninsula.  Social  division  within  Salvador's  population  follows  these  geographical
differences, the poor people mainly inhabiting the low-lying valleys and peripheries,
and  the  wealthy  and  mostly  white  population  living  on the  high  ridges  of  the  city
(Pierson,  1967,  pp.  15–18).  This  socio-geographical  pattern  has  remained  relatively
unchanged through out time.
The population of Salvador exemplifies its historical significance in slave trade. Being
the main site  for  slave importation in  Brazil  during colonial  times,  Salvador  is  still
inhabited by a significant black and mulatto population in comparison to other locales
of Brazil. In a 2009 statistic, the percentage of  preto and  pardo inhabitants combined
was 83,3 % of the populace in Salvador, while in the entire country the percentage of
black and brown population was 50,6 % (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatstíca –
IBGE, 2009)4. Salvador and Bahia are also generally considered as the most culturally
African  areas  of  Brazil,  a  fact  that  has  attracted  a  significant  amount  of  tourism,
especially from the United States.
During  colonial  times,  slaves  worked  primarily  at  sugar  plantations,  which  were
established  as  early  as  the  16th century  to  grow sugar  cane  and  produce  sugar  for
marketing. Plantation owners established a rich aristocracy in Bahia, and their power
went unchallenged until the decline of sugar industry and the rise of urban professions.
Thus,  for a  long time Salvador  was the economic capital  of Brazil  – in  addition to
serving as the religious and political capital.  (Pierson, 1967.) Salvadorians themselves
are perceived as rather “tough” and proud of their city's significance for the country's
history, as one student from another large North-Eastern city once told to me.
My own field site in Salvador is located primarily near the city center in Graça. This
location was chosen because it  is  within a walking distance from one of the public
4 Table 8.1
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university's main campus areas in the city. I managed to find accommodation in a small
and relatively new guest house run by two locals, who also became my key informants. 
The guest house had only three rooms that were used as accommodation areas. In one
room there were beds for six persons, and two rooms served as accommodation options
for one to two people. At the time that me and my travel companion arrived at the guest
house, there was but one other guest there, a middle aged Brazilian man from Minas
Gerais. He actually lived at the guest house in order to work in Salvador at a communal
technical organization. Me and my travel companion often ate together with him, as it
seemed to be a custom there that whenever someone cooked food it was offered to those
with whom one had any kind of familiar relationship with. 
One of  the  guest  house executives,  Julio,  was a  social  science  student  at  a  private
university in Salvador. Julio was only two years younger than me, born in 1987. He was
originally from Salvador, but later he moved to the countryside with his family as a
child, and returned to the city in order to study at a private university. The other guest
house executive was a wealthy middle aged Bahian woman called Daniela, who lived a
rather  leisurely  life  in  one  of  the  luxurious  areas  of  Salvador.  The  ground  level
apartment, where the guest house operated, was owned by Daniela. She often came to
the  guest  house  during  the  day  time  to  spend  time  with  the  guests,  and  she  also
sometimes met with her own friends there. Julio slept in whatever bed was free at the
moment, and occasionally on the living room couch when the guest house was being
fully booked.
Julio and Daniela were close friends who had known each other for a few years already,
and they seemed to genuinely enjoy each others company despite their age difference.
Their friendly and warm-hearted characters made my staying in Salvador turn out to be
a lovely experience. The guest house and its people became one of my primary sites for
observation, even though this was not planned beforehand. A few months after I left
Salvador, I heard that the guest house had been shut down for good. It had been in
operation only less than a year. 
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3.2 Methodological choices and ethical considerations
The methods I used in the collection of my data were classically ethnographic, based on
participant  observation  and  semistructured  interviews.  Ethnography,  which
etymologically  means  “writing  of  culture”,  implies  that  the  written  account  of  data
analysis  is  heavily  emphasized  in  the  end  result  (Atkinson,  1997)5.  Ethnographic
research is therefore produced by writing, and ultimately it does not exist independently
of  the written account,  as if  it  were just  waiting to  be discovered  (Atkinson, 1997;
Geertz, 1973, pp. 15–16; Malkki, 1992, p. 171)6. 
By recognizing this fact, it is easier to come to terms with the problem of whether any
cultural knowledge can truly be presented outside of its context, as a true artifact of the
culture. Ethnographic data should not be viewed as propositional knowledge reflecting
reality in itself, but rather as the researcher's informed and systematic interpretation and
re-construction of it. 
Observation methods are well suited for gathering information on a matter that is not
necessarily  openly discussed among informants  (Merriam & Merriam, 1998, p.  96),
racial  prejudices,  for  example.  Participant  observation  makes  it  possible  to  observe
everyday encounters in a natural  context,  so that  the researcher can spot  things  left
unsaid. My role in the field was mostly that of an “observing participant”, meaning that
I was firstly a participating member of the setting and only secondarily an observer. It is
somewhat different when the ethnographic observation is conducted in the role of a
“participative observer”, for the observation in that case is usually the primary form of
conduct. 
My role as an observing participant came through the fact, that as I was myself a guest
at the house, I was fulfilling the role expected of me via complying the rules of the guest
house,  making  payments  for  my  staying  and  in  general  enjoying  the  services  as  a
customer. I was, however, more than a regular customer in the sense that I was asked for
5 The work lacks page numbering but this discussion can be found in the chapter titled “Introduction”.
6 Here the relevant part of the text can be found in chapter titled “The Field of Text”.
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favors  not  expected  of  random visitors,  such  as  answering  the  phone,  opening  and
closing the locked gate for other guests when no staff was present.
In addition,  me and my travel companion hanged out with Julio a lot,  going out to
dinners or have beer with him, going to museums and concerts together with him, and
Julio even managed to get our names into a guest list of a big and guarded underground
party, which was organized as a farewell celebration to one of Julio's friends. I would
never consider him just an informant, but rather a good friend. Also Daniela invited us
with her to her own concerts at the pubs, to musical practices with her friends at her
house, and we even stayed at her apartment for a couple of days when the guest house
had been coincidentally overbooked.
The sociologist  Raymond L.  Gold warned against  participating too intensely during
field  observation  naming  doing  so  “going  native”,  id  est attempting  to  make  the
informant-researcher relationship more like the kind typically existing between friends
and colleagues. Gold argued that this would end up hindering the observation process.
According to Gold, it would be better if the field worker maintain a sort of “pretended”
participant role, and protect such a role by all means. (Gold, 1958, p. 219–221.) In this
sense  my  fieldwork  did  indeed  fail,  since  I  never  thought  of  myself  as  simply
pretending to be a participant. 
Malkki  on the other  hand criticizes the idea of creating any artificial  distance from
informants  with  the  intention  of  not  getting  excessively  evolved  emotionally  and
subjectively. She questions – and quite insightfully in my opinion – whether such an
expectation of objectivity is due to an ideological likening of ethnographic situations to
laboratory settings in a positivist and empiricist fashion thus denying their relevance as
a real social situation. (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007, p. 97.) From this point of view, the
emotional  distancing  of  oneself  from ethnographic  situations  seems  in  a  way  quite
perverse and even unethical with respect to the other participants. 
Even though I was perhaps more of a participant than what is ideally thought of as
useful for ethnographic research, I did however aim at systematic data gathering during
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my fieldwork period. I did this by taking field notes and by recording the interviews and
discussions whenever possible. 
While field notes are gathered in order to record data as accurately as possible, it should
be understood that  such notes are  not  in  themselves independent of the researcher's
personal inclinations with regard to what is considered essential to observe (Atkinson,
1997)7. Interestingly, according to Atkinson, many sociologists publish some of their
field notes as additional illustrations to their written work, whereas most anthropologists
do not.
My field notes consist mainly of field journal entries, written almost immediately after
each observation period.  For me personally this was a more efficient way to gather
notes  than  writing  down everything while  it  was  happening,  since  not  taking notes
simultaneously helped me better evaluate what seemed relevant for the research. The
downside  to  this  approach,  is  obviously  that  I  might  have  missed  some  relevant
information because it did not seem important at the actual moment of observation and
gathering data.
In order  to get  a  broader  view than what  mere observation would allow for,  I  also
conducted several interviews during my stay in Salvador. I interviewed a teacher of a
public school and his family, the principle of a public school, two Afro-Brazilian quota
students, and two “white” university students. I also had countless informal discussions
with those I encountered in Salvador, which also added to the insights gathered during
my fieldwork. 
Unfortunately, the public university and the elementary schools were on strike while I
was staying in Salvador, so I did not get to do any proper participant observation in
these educational institutions. I did, however, get a “guided tour” at a public elementary
school in the periphery, but there were no students present due to the strike. Contacting
quota students became a rather difficult matter as well, for I had planned to simply ask
people in the campus area to be interviewed, but the campuses were also quite empty
7 This work lacks page numbering but the referred to section ca be found in chapter titled “Inscriptions”.
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during  my staying in  Salvador.  Fortunately,  a  local  university  library  opened a  few
weeks after my arrival, so I was able to do some literary research there.
The interviews that I conducted were either semi-structured or completely unstructured.
The semistructured interviews included questions that I had written down before the
interview situation, and also questions that rose up during the interview. I was especially
fortunate to be able to interview Luciano and Gabriel at the same time and with Julio
present, as the interview momentarily lapsed into a conversation mode between all of us
present. Especially Luciano and Julio were able to raise questions that I would not come
to think of myself, thus bringing more depth to the interview. 
Such  a  method  of  giving  the  voice  of  the  interviewer  to  informants  themselves  is
probably  superb  in  an  environment  with  which  the  ethnographer  herself  is  not  too
familiar. For example, Tobias Hecht has remarked, that by giving the street children he
studied the option to interview each other through a “radio workshop”, the children
were able to ask each others questions using phrases that they were accustomed with,
thus enabling them to provide answers with exceptionally specified information. Hecht
even described this as his “most important research method” when working with street
children. (Hecht, 1998, p. 9.) 
In my research, the unstructured interviews were conducted without any prior formal
preparation, and occurred in situations that were completely unplanned for beforehand,
being rather more improvised. This kind of improvisation during fieldwork is actually
one of the things that Liisa H. Malkki describes as one of the realities of anthropological
methodology, something that is not really being taught in methodology courses but yet
is something that students are expected to get acquainted with during actual fieldwork.
Malkki reflects on the improvisational process with: “something other, better, than me
was generating the insights that took form and 'worked'”. (Cerwonka & Malkki, 2007,
p. 184.) Since the university strike made some of my primary plans for data gathering
too  challenging,  the  outcomes  of  my  fieldwork  are  almost  all  in  fact  due  to
improvisation and lucky coincidences. 
30
3.3 Further limitations concerning the data gathered
I only stayed two months in Salvador, from June until August in 2012. It was the first
time  I  traveled  outside  of  Europe,  and  I  truly  experienced  a  cultural  shock  in  the
beginning,  and yet  another  one as  I  returned to  Finland.  At  first,  my impression of
Salvador was wholly negative. It was too hot, too crowded, people on the streets looked
wrenched and unfriendly, traffic was really dangerous for pedestrians, and the social
inequality of the city's inhabitants was so strikingly obvious, that I thought I could never
learn to appreciate such a place. In addition, everywhere I went, people would warn me
of certain places and times of day when I should not move around at all. The alertness
and cautiousness expected in the streets was indeed quite overwhelming for a person
like me, being accustomed to the more organized and safer Scandinavian environment.
Amongst the crowds, I felt like I was being stared at constantly, becoming awkwardly
aware myself, that everything in my outer appearance was screaming that I was not a
local but an outsider. In Salvador, I experienced being a privileged white person for the
first time in my life. Due to this experience, it was psychologically easy for me to pass
the heavily armed guards next to the university campus entrance, even though I did not
know whether I was allowed to just walk in there or not. I knew without checking it
first, that my appearance would be enough to let me walk in without any questioning on
behalf of the guards. On the other hand, the same appearance made my journey back
from the inner city's Afro-Brazilian religious temple in the middle of the night a rather
intimidating  experience.  This  was  again  partly  due  to  the  warnings  of  the  locals
concerning the situation.
The  cautiousness  that  I  encountered  everywhere  in  Salvador  was  probably  not  all
exaggeration, even though some of the warnings might have been unnecessary. While
the crime rates of southern parts of Brazil have somewhat declined, the northern areas
including Bahia have witnessed an increase in crime rates. From 2007 to 2011 the crime
rates in Bahia increased by 50 % (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2013, p.
26).  Criminality in Salvador results in a collective general avoidance of certain places
on certain times of the day or week, and many wealthy people use automobiles to move
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from place to place, even when they are moving very short  distances, less than one
kilometer. 
I was frequently warned by the locals not to go to certain places or use certain routes.
For example, using the public transportation at night was strictly not recommended, and
the  main  street  “Sete  de  Setembro”  was  better  to  be  avoided  at  night  time  or  on
Sundays, when there were not any shops open. Favelas or slum areas were told to be
visited  only  when  you  knew  someone  who  lives  there,  and  otherwise  should  be
completely avoided. 
During one evening, Julio came late from a job interview, and he was visibly shaken by
something that had happened. He told me that the bus he used had driven through a
slum area, and he had felt very frightened there. I wondered would he not have been
safe inside the bus regardless the environment,  but he just  answered that the people
there had absolutely nothing, no reason not to attack the bus travelers while the bus was
standing still. Julio was actually one of the persons least concerned with safety issues
whom I met in Salvador; he even frequently left the guest house’s gates and doors wide
open, something that was strikingly opposite behavior compared to other inhabitants in
the area. His fright of the bus journey thus seemed quite perplexing to me.
Once me and my travel companion got off the bus a bit too early when we were heading
to the UNESCO protected Old city. Almost immediately an elderly lady came to us,
took us by hand and said that the area was not safe for us, and that we should leave
immediately. She then walked us to the nearest bus stop, waited until we got to the bus
and advised us where to get out. 
During my stay in Salvador I frequently heard about violent incidents that had happened
close  by  and  even  during  daytime,  but  only  one  killing  actually  happened  in  the
neighborhood while I staying there. Those people who had warned me were members of
the wealthier classes, both white and black people, locals as well as people who had
moved from abroad and now lived in Salvador. Also the news portrayed several violent
incidences daily happening in Salvador. Such reminders resulted in an atmosphere of
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insecurity and almost constant need to be on guard. To my resentment, my cautiousness
became almost always directed at the black and poor young males hanging out on the
streets and looking unhappy, thus making me fulfill those same prejudices that I was
trying to analyze for my thesis. 
However, the only threatening incident that I encountered personally occurred when I
walked  along  Sete  de  Setembro  during  the  day  time.  I  passed  a  street  child
approximately 8-12 years old, who was sitting on the ground and playing with an ice
pick next to a street vendor. As I walked along the pavement, the child reached out and
forcefully  hit  the  ice  pick  right  next  to  my  foot  to  the  ground,  missing  the  target
(apparently my foot) by only a couple of centimeters. I was so amazed and shocked by
this that I simply fled the area quickly, but after the incidence I became cautious even
for the ragged children hanging out on the streets. 
Ethically this made my position as a wealthy foreigner and researcher-outsider stand out
in my field experience on the city's main streets, and hindered any motivation to reach
out and create true affinity with the impoverished street children for example. I thus
became trapped by my own prejudices and position as the dominant class member, and
was only able to create research bonds with those who were socially more close to me,
the more privileged people of Salvador. Had I stayed longer in Salvador, I probably
would  have  been  able  to  overcome  these  distances,  but  for  this  thesis  my  field
experience became rather limited.
4 Data analysis
4.1 Social and symbolic capital in the context of skin color classifications
I  noticed quite  quickly after  arriving in  Salvador,  that  even though many people in
Brazil may explicitly claim otherwise, skin color does matter in terms of how you are
being treated and what you think about your and others’ chances in the game of life. As
a part of this research, this notion will be analyzed as an aspect of both  habitus and
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symbolic  capital  in  terms  of  perceived  racial  features,  based  on  the  symbolic
distinctions of skin color. 
Why have I then chosen skin color as an aspect of  habitus and symbolic capital to be
analyzed, rather than for example ethnic identity in general? As I have explored earlier
in Ch. 2.2, ethnicity in the case of how Afro Brazilians view themselves seems to be
more or less an euphemism, since very few Brazilians think about themselves as Afro-
descended  (Schwartzman,  1999,  p.  89).  On  the  other  hand,  the  beauty  value  of
whiteness is obvious in Salvador. There are numerous magazine stands in the streets that
represent this fact by having mostly white-skinned people in their covers representing
successful and happy people. Similarly, most, if not all, of Bahia’s TV news anchors are
white-skinned, which was pointed out to me by one of my informants, Fernando, who
himself self-categorized as black. This is a curious phenomena in a state where colored
people form the majority of its population. My informant Julio used to joke to me about
wanting  to  have  many  children  and  one  of  each  skin  color.  Nevertheless,  he  also
frequently  made  explicit  remarks  about  his  beauty  standards,  which  always  raised
whiteness the highest in regards of skin color and even as an attribute of certain hair
qualities (he preferred straight hair to curly hair for example).
In my data analysis I will examine whether the perceived skin color represents an aspect
of habitus and symbolic capital in Brazil. It is a relevant issue when discussing the use
of racial  quotas in higher education, and how these are employed whence accepting
prospective students to tertiary education programs. This is because the public debate in
Brazil has often addressed whether the socio-economical background is more relevant
than racial background for participation in higher education. 
To summarize, I will examine whether skin color is a sign that gives rise to specific
interpretations about one's memberships and prestige in society, and how this relates to
the educational prospects of colored Brazilians. The examples do not arise mainly from
educational instances, but rather from the everyday experiences of Brazilians. This is
because the theoretical  concepts  of  habitus and symbolic  capital  can and should be
detected and examined in all kinds of situations. 
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My aim is to evaluate some ethnographic examples related to these questions based on
my own fieldwork experiences as well as on certain examples in the earlier research
literature. I will analyze how these examples fit in with Bourdieu’s theoretical views,
and what possible implications could there be for the black Brazilians’ tertiary education
participation. 
4.2 Encounters at the guest house
Julio and Daniela decided to give a try for an amateur hostel business, which was then
launched at the time of carnival in 2012 in one of Daniela’s flats located in Graca. Graça
was a pretty safe area to walk around even during night time, though I did hear about
one shooting in the area while I was staying there. Graça seemed to be mostly inhabited
by wealthy Brazilians and American exchange students. Occasionally in the area’s shops
and  cafés  one  could  hear  American  English  spoken  by  groups  of  young  exchange
students. 
Julio used to keep the apartment’s sliding terrace doors and the iron gate outside wide
open until it was time for him to go to sleep. I became so accustomed to locked fences
and guarded buildings all around while staying in Salvador, that sometimes I wondered
whether  Julio  was  the  only  inhabitant  there  with  such  a  careless  attitude.  Daniela
however wanted to keep the doors and gates closed and locked whenever she was the
only staff member present. 
At first there was no other staff in this little guest house except a cleaner lady who
occasionally  worked  there.  She  was  called  Alma,  and  she  occasionally  cleaned
Daniela’s home and other flats as well. She did not want to work more than a few days a
week according to Julio, because otherwise she would loose her social benefits. She
acted like a calm and quiet servant every time I saw her at the guest house, appearing to
be almost invisible. She never cleaned my room before I had left the apartment, and
even though I would be away for only 20 minutes or less my room was cleaned and my
laundry folded on the bed by the time I got back. 
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Daniela's 90-year-old aunt once said during a breakfast at Daniela's flat, that Alma was a
person  who  did  not  “spread  the  embers”  (espahla  brasas),  which  meant  that  her
personality  was  such  that  she  did  not  make  any  unnecessary  hustle.  The  saying
originated from a time when people used to cook food in ovens that were warmed with
burning  woods,  and  the  people  who  were  hasty  used  to  move  the  embers  around
unnecessarily. She said the same about mine and my travel companion’s personalities,
but claimed Daniela to have an opposite personality. She also told us that their earlier
cleaner woman had been the opposite personality as well. Daniela’s aunt’s notions made
me think that Alma's quiet and calm character was not necessarily simply stereotypic
behavior from a servant in Brazil. At least Daniela's aunt interpreted it as a part of her
general character.
Daniela seemed to make a living by renting flats to others, but Julio was earning his
living  by working 24/7  at  the  guest  house.  During  my stay  in  Salvador,  Julio  first
worked  as  a  receptionist,  a  cleaner,  a  breakfast  waiter,  a  book  accountant  and  an
entertainer. He also lived at the guest house, and occasionally had to sleep on the couch
when  the  place  was  fully  booked.  However,  the  accommodation  business  was  not
economically successful enough for him, and he decided to get another job in addition. 
When Julio then got a day job at a harbor, he and Daniela asked Alma to be on call at
the guest house. She became the person who would receive new guests and answer the
phone calls. Whenever she was not willing or able to work there, the neighbor Carla
replaced her and Julio. Sometimes Daniela and even her son stayed there when no one
else was available, but this only happened a couple of times. They even trusted me to
answer the phone and open door to guests a few times, since I was staying there long
enough to become a trusted guest and a friend. My field relationship with Julio and
Daniela thus became sort of a mutually useful relationship. 
Alma was a 30-40 years old Bahian woman who lived in the periphery of Salvador. She
had a 7-year-old daughter who sometimes accompanied her at the guest house, as the
public schools were closed due to the strike. Alma was dark-skinned, whereas Julio and
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Daniela were both white by their own definition. All in all, the occupations at the guest
house reflected the ethnic or racial hierarchy that I had presupposed to find in Salvador:
the “whites” were running and leading the business as well  as owned it,  and others
mostly did the manual labor work, especially the cleaning.
Julio said to me though, that in Finland and some other parts in Europe he would be
considered darker skinned, and he was probably right. According to Julio, his ancestors
had  arrived  in  Brazil  from  the  Middle-East.  He  was  a  protestant  who  considered
religious life important, and he visited the church almost every Sunday. Julio himself
had friends from many skin color categories. He never treated others in any demeaning
way, although he did show a reluctance to have any encounters with the Afro-Brazilian
cults8. He was positively enthusiastic about the quota system.
At some point, I became curious about Alma's behavior at the guest house, since there
happened a few occasions I considered peculiar. When she became the person on call at
the apartment, her job was to stay there and not necessarily clean all the time. When she
was not cleaning, she would sit on the floor and read magazines. At other times she
would sit outside on the ground of the apartment's inner terrace area, in the shadow of a
lime tree. There were armchairs and sofas in the living room area, which served as a
receptionist area and a dining room as well. There were benches on the terrace which, it
seemed, were rarely in use during the day when Alma worked at the guest houses, but
for some reason she did not want to use them. It seemed that she herself did not consider
it  appropriate  to  make  herself  comfortable  in  the  same  manner  as  the  guests  and
executives. However, later I heard about a similar custom in Samoa, where people used
to sit on the floors and not use the furniture, even though those were also present. Since
I never asked Alma why she did not use the furniture, I can not tell for sure if it was a
general habit for her, or if she simply shied away from using those.
8 Actually almost all the educated Brazilians I met seemed to have superstitions concerning the Afro-Brazilian 
religions. Once when I told that such superstitions would raise astonishment in Finland, Julio said that if any 
Finn came to live in Brazil for a while, s/he would soon begin to believe in witchcraft as well. Others present 
simply nodded.
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Another peculiarity concerning Alma's behavior was the way she responded to her own
child in the guest house setting. On one occasion that Alma's little girl was with her at
the  guest  house,  I  noticed  how Alma  quietly  but  assertively  told  her  not  to  touch
anything. The girl had been curious about an old guitar that was usually lying around in
the living room area. It seemed to me that Alma was demanding the same kind of almost
invisible behavior from her daughter that she was accustomed to herself. I doubt that
anyone would have really minded had the girl played with the guitar. Furthermore, she
also made her daughter sit on the floor while having a snack, and neither did I ever see
the daughter use the place’s furniture. It is interesting to ponder what she was actually
teaching to her child in these occasions – perhaps unconsciously – since obviously the
child was not allowed to behave in the apartment as freely as others.
A few times me and my travel companion offered Alma some of our food to eat, as
offering food to others was very common indeed among our Brazilian friends. Even
though she accepted it, she never wanted to eat with us, but waited until we had first
finished our dinner and then took her share of it. When we had a dinner prepared and
served to our guests at the dining area, we also offered the food to a fellow inhabitant
and Alma, who were present there. The fellow inhabitant gladly joined us, but Alma just
smiled and refused the invitation almost shyly, although she did accept to have some of
the food. She did not seem to want to sit around the same table with us, though we
already had set a place for her at the table, and even my guests were trying to encourage
her to join us. Instead, she took some food and ate it in the cooking area.
These examples about Alma's restricted behavior seem to imply that she had some kind
of perception about her relationship to others at the guest house, and that she was acting
according to these preconceptions. Alma seemed to have, what Hovart and Antonio call
a poor “sense of ownership or power” in the setting.  Horvart  and Antonio,  who did
participant  observation  in  an elite  school  in  the  U.S,  noticed  that  a  group of  black
African American girls approached the school’s public recreational spaces in a way that
was dissimilar than that possessed by others. The girls themselves acknowledged, that
while they behaved in a restricted way at the school area, the school’s socially dominant
white students used the recreational areas in much more relaxed manner, as if they were
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in their own living rooms. (Horvat & Antonio, 1999, pp. 326–327.) Although I cannot
speak for Alma directly, my educated guess is, that her behavior might have been an
example of a similar kind of response to the social space at the guest house.
In Laughter out of Place Donna M. Goldstein also describes a peculiar situation with her
Brazilian informants. The author had taken her friends from a  favela out to eat at a
restaurant,  only  to  realize  that  her  friends  apparently  felt  very  uncomfortable  there.
Goldstein’s interpretion of the situation was that as they had never been to a restaurant
before, they became uneasy and did not know how to behave themselve nor how to be
served. (Goldstein, 2003, pp. 92–93.)
Bourdieu suggests that social structures become naturalized via spatial structures, and
that they also turn into mental structures echoing the symbolic order of power (Bourdieu
& Accardo, 1999, p. 126). The restaurant, the elite school and the guest house setting all
serve certain social segments better than others, and thus they operate as symbolic and
even spatial boundaries between different segments of society. Bourdieu also notes, that
the presence of socially distanced people in the same space is often found “intolerable”
(Bourdieu & Accardo, 1999, p. 128). Hence physical space is an important platform for
asserting  symbolic  power.  In  Brazil  this  can  easily  be seen  in  everyday life  on the
streets, where armed watchmen guard the entrances of distinguished buildings. I believe
that I personally was getting special treatment in Salvador, since as a white person in
habitus, I never encountered problems getting through those surveillances. 
The  guards  themselves  represent  the  exclusive  standards  of  the  elite  and  their
experienced  aversion  towards  any  unwanted  people:  the  poor,  the  dirty  and  the
dangerous.  If  being black is  a  generic symbolic  feature of many of these unwanted
guests,  then  the  symbolic  presence  of  the  guards  in  itself  might  trigger  an  escape
response from some habitually black people, even if they happened to walk by without
any bad intentions. 
Goldstein  actually  describes  such an incident  when her  Afro Brazilian friends  were
swimming in a pool as guests, and when an armed guard came by the pool her friends
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immediately jumped out of it. Goldstein describes her friends’ exit of the pool as an
outcome  of  their  perception  of  themselves  as  not  belonging  there,  regardless  the
invitation.  (Goldstein, 2003, p. 93.) This would be the outcome of the social order of
things,  turned into mental structures as Bourdieu predicts.  In the case of dominated
people this culminates to “a ‘sense of one’s place’ which leads one to exclude oneself
from the goods, persons, places and so forth from which one is excluded”  (Bourdieu,
2010, p. 473). Thus the symbolic power guides and restricts behavior, and this happens
via mental structures turned into preferences. 
By glancing at these occurrences of Alma's behavior and the examples from literature, I
would like to suggest, that one’s way of acting and behaving in a physical space reflects
the way one interprets the social environment and one's place in it. Such interpretations
may well have far reaching consequences for those who are Afro-Brazilian or “colored”
in habitus, which can effect the likelihood of getting a university education. 
Sense  of  one’s  social  placement  in  a  situation  complies  with  what  Bourdieu  has
theorized in his formulation of habitus. Bourdieu offers several insights into habitus in
one of his main works, Distinction, one of them being “a structured and structuring
structure”. Bourdieu further describes these two constituents as the ability to produce
practices and the ability to differentiate and value the social world. As a participant
within a certain field, partaking in the collection of capital happens through personal
dispositions which are formulated through one's life history.  Habitus thus refers to the
embodied  preferences  one  has  acquired  through  socialization.  It is  “a  structuring
structure”, in that it shapes the actions of a person according to his acquired schemata,
and  habitus is  also  “a  structured  structure”,  a  meaning-giving  system  of  relations
between things perceived in the social space.  (Bourdieu, 2010, p. 166–167.) Through
applying  to  the  perceptions  and  preferences  of  an  agent  it  also  brings  together  the
subjective – id est the cognitive and behavioral aspects – of a person, and the objective
– meaning the socially formulated relations.
Before  Bourdieu,  French  anthropologist  Marcel  Mauss  had  already  used  the  term
habitus in his own works. Mauss however uses  it to refer to the bodily techniques of
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persons,  including  style  of  gait,  how  one  uses  tools,  and  even  differences  in  the
techniques  of  giving  birth.  Differences  of  bodily  techniques  he  saw as  a  matter  of
socialization, and thus it was at the same time a social and cultural matter and not just
physical or biological.  (Mauss, 2007.) The difference between Mauss’s use of  habitus
and Bourdieu’s use of the term comes from the way Bourdieu incorporates the cognitive
dispositions structured through the personal life history also as a part of the habitus. 
 The dispositional qualities included in Bourdieu’s use of term also mean that the person
is able to function with a certain social orientation, “guiding the occupants of a given
place in social space towards the social positions adjusted to their properties”. Often
these  behavioral  aspects  of  habitus are  simply  unconscious,  “beyond  the  reach  of
introspective scrutiny or control by the will”. (Bourdieu, 2010, pp. 468–469.) 
These definitions of symbolic power,  habitus and its’ unconscious workings resonate
quite well  with my experiences at  the guest house setting.  It  may be reasoned, that
Alma's habitus as a black and impoverished Brazilian woman was probably guiding her
actions at the guest house, and it is perhaps likely that she was herself totally unaware of
this. She might have been acting in a way that she portrayed as the right way to behave
for her and her daughter in the setting. For example, her unwillingness to participate in
the  shared  dinner  emphasizes  the  separateness  of  her  role  from those  of  others  (of
different habitus) taking part in the situation. This was not necessarily a result of her
assumed identity as a black Brazilian however, since she may have been simply shy or
have  had  some other  reasons  not  to  join  us  having  dinner.  However,  the  literature
examples portray similar responses to physical spaces dominated by those different by
habitus. These examples suggest, that the tendency to shy away from such situations or
to experience awkwardness in those situations is a social fact, id est a socially acquired
general response that does not depend on a certain individual.
Nevertheless, it would be wrong to interpret Alma’s behavior as a simply self-guided
response to the social space, even though the aforementioned examples strongly suggest
that the subjects are in fact also restricting themselves. Even if she did act according to a
specific  social  schemata  relating  to  her  habitus,  she  still  should  not  be  deemed  as
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responsible for having acquired such inclinations. It is relevant to ask, why would Alma
or any other Afro-Brazilian have accustomed themselves with a restricting tendency in
certain social situations in the first place? 
One possible explanatory event did actually occur in the guest house while I was staying
there. A local tourist guide once came to fetch some girls from São Paulo, who were on
a  holiday in  Salvador.  He asked who was  responsible  at  the  guest  house,  since  he
wanted the staff member to inform the girls about his arrival. When someone pointed
Alma to him, he just rolled his eyes in disbelief and refused to speak to her. This was the
only time that I noticed such obvious demeaning behavior towards Alma. It is probably
unlikely however, that it was the first time anyone reacted in such a way towards her.
Understandably such treatment may affect the way the person so treated considers is
appropriate for them to behave in other similar situations. Alma was probably able to
perceive  the  tourist  guide's  demeaning  attitude  towards  her,  and  perhaps  she  was
adjusting her behavior accordingly,  as she remained passively seated under the lime
tree.
Finally,  I  should  also  address  the  severe  restrictions  related  to  the  data  of  Alma’s
behavior at the guest house setting, which I have tried to analyze in this chapter. Since I
never directly interviewed Alma during my fieldwork, I have not been able to ask her
personal reasonings related to the incidents described earlier. My analysis is thus more
or less based on speculation, which can in the Bourdieuan sense even be described as
symbolic violence on behalf  of the researcher  (Bourdieu & Accardo, 1999, p.  612).
Without the personal account given by Alma herself, the reasonings I have given can be
seen  as  objectifying  her  behavior  in  a  way  that  could  make  any  person  feel
unappreciated as a human being. Since I was not able to see these incidences as relevant
for my thesis at the time that I was staying in Salvador, I did not consider interviewing
her back then. I did try to contact Alma afterwards however, and although I did receive
an answer from her agreeing to participate in my research and to even answer some
questions afterwards, I never managed to interview her.
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4.3 Illustrations of how black Brazilians see their placement in the society
Because of what I have interpreted previously (chapter 4.2), it is important to consider
the black Brazilians’ explicit subjective evaluations of their role and place in the society
that they live in. During my fieldwork, I interviewed a black public school teacher and
two former quota students, who all provided me with some explicit remarks relating to
their positions as Afro-Brazilians. In addition, Finnish Sanna Ryynänen’s doctoral thesis
serve several explicit evaluations as part of her data collected in Salvador, and I will
refer to these examples here as well. 
Fernando, the English teacher at a public school whom I interviewed, only occasionally
remarked that colored Brazilians were suffering discrimination in the Brazilian society.
His examples of inequality were always general-level instead of being based on any
personal  account.  For  example,  as  discussed  earlier,  Fernando  pointed  out  how
prominent media personalities in Bahia were always white-skinned, even as the majority
of Bahia’s population consists of blacks and browns. Fernando also once told me with a
lowered voice, how discrimination of black Brazilians is actually common in the job
markets,  and  how  his  school  was  trying  to  educate  youngsters  to  handle  such
discrimination with the aid of drama. Yet, he never acknowledged having experienced
discrimination personally.
For  the  quota  students  that  I  interviewed,  the  way  that  they  perceived  their  racial
background as having effects on the world came up in two quite opposing situations and
surroundings.  In  the  first  case,  some of  the  university’s  staff  seemed to  have  made
inappropriate  remarks  concerning  the  presence  of  quota  students  in  the  classroom.
However, it is unclear whether those upsetting remarks were coming from reactions to
their ethnic background or more due to the perceived (unfair) privilege granted to them
via  quota  policy.  They also  told  me about  other  students  joking about  them at  the
campus area.
 Another situation – that also seemed to make them more agitated – was the way their
own family and friends responded to their visibly ethnic Afro hairstyle, something that
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they had adopted while participating in the back movement. Family members had asked
them to loose the hair, complained that it was ugly, and had even attempted to bribe
them into cut it off. One of them even told me how his sister had said that she would not
think of him as his brother with hair like that. 
Afro hair thus appeared to be an ethnic symbol with political overtones for the students
themselves, but their unpolitical or conservative family members were strongly opposed
to such symbolism. The quite conservative beauty standards of the family members
seemed  to  deem  the  kind  of  globally  recognized  black  ethnic  hair-style  (afro,
dreadlocks) as unattractive and unwanted. This aversion highlights the importance of
white beauty ideals in the Brazilian society, which are obviously largely incorporated
and accepted among Afro-Brazilians themselves.
Finnish social pedagogist Sanna Ryynänen gathered data for her doctoral thesis among
the young who live a midst the violence and criminality of Salvador's more peripheral
neighborhoods.  For the sake of my thesis  it  is  interesting to note,  that according to
Ryynänen, skin color gets defined as a more significant feature causing social inequality
than being poor in the accounts of her Afro Brazilian informants.  (Ryynänen, 2011, p.
127.)
One of Ryynänen’s informants complained about her living districts, saying that there is
nothing to do, no play grounds and that the public sphere only wants to build prisons
there. She describes the playgrounds in the wealthier districts as places where anyone
recognized as black and poor is unwelcome. Another of her informants told Ryynänen
how people walking towards him repeatedly grasp their purses or change the route they
are walking along. In shopping centers these young people get weird looks and bad
service,  and one  of  her  informants  explains  this  to  be  the  outcome of  being  black
skinned.  All  in  all  the  youth  living  in  poor  and  peripheral  districts  of  Salvador
experience  their  living  areas  and  even  themselves  as  unnoticed  and  undesired.
(Ryynänen, 2011, p. 124–126.) Regarding the socially valued living districts, Bourdieu
has  outlined:  “(T)he  stigmatized area symbolically  degrades  its  inhabitants,  who,  in
return, symbolically degrade it”(Bourdieu & Accardo, 1999, p. 129).
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These examples portray the experiences of social inequality especially in terms of who
has access to resources – something as simple as having access to recreational areas –
and who receives  any kind of  respect  and in  what  quantity.  Ryynänen’s  informants
report believing skin color to be a direct hindrance for them, which seems to indicate
that skin color as a publicly accessible social symbol is also affecting their own self-
perceptions and sense of social self-worth. Ryynänen concludes: “There exists a right
way to dress, a right kind of appearance – a certain general model of outer habitus -, and
the youth from the periphery gets constantly reminded of how they do not fit in with
that correct way of being. Physical appearance and habitus, especially skin color and the
way one dresses, are concrete reminders – due to received glances and treatment – of
how one’s role and position gets defined by the elites of the society.” (Ryynänen, 2011,
p. 126, my translation)
In Laughter out of Place Goldstein tells a story about how beach wear on white skinned
people in Brazil simply represents beach wear, but when dark-skinned citizens wear the
same type of  clothes  it  is  perceived as  a  sign of  poverty or of being a street  child
(Goldstein, 2009) The subtle symbolic power exercised in the outlook criteria has been
perhaps  the  most  striking  in  the  job  announcements  before  the  1980’s,  in  which
employers often called for applicants with boa aparência (good appearance), generally
considered to imply being white. In the 1980s boa aparência was made illegal to use in
job announcements,  but according to  Telles,  discrimination based on skin color still
happens in the job markets (Telles, 2006, pp. 160–163). 
I also encountered situations in Salvador when people were acting against what they
thought as their presupposed placement in the society. Fernando told me about their
school’s projects trying to make young people aware of the discrimination they might
face in places like at the job interviews. This happened in the form of plays, as I have
mentioned earlier. The quota students whom I interviewed had also gained some sort of
critical  awareness  before  applying  to  university  by  participating  in  political
organizations' activities. This had led to willingness to get educated and to reach for
another life. 
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All  of  these  examples  seem  to  imply  that  the  Afro-Brazilians  may  have  certain
unfavorable  beliefs  about  themselves,  their  relations  with  others  and  how  others
perceive them. In the Bourdieuan framework these believes are seen as internalized and
guiding the actions of the subjects, and some of the believes may even be unconscious.
There is a tendency to see oneself as the perceived social order inscribes, and all in all to
act according to what is thought as fitting for one’s position. People acting this way
often end up “condemning themselves to what is in any case their lot” (Bourdieu, 2010,
p. 473).
The examples when people act in discordance with their perceived placements are not
necessarily in contradiction with this framework. When people are acting against their
perceived  placement,  there  may  be  some  sort  of  a  delivering  process  making  the
alternative way more realizable to them. For the quota students whom I interviewed,
this happened through participation in political youth organization and the awareness
gained through that activity. For the school pupils this may happen through the plays
that were meant to raise their awareness of discrimination. These examples are at the
same time important reminders of the significance of affirmative action thinking and
policies in favor for a change in society, occurring at the subjective level.
4.4 Symbolic violence and the example of street children
The symbolic order of things in Brazil thus seems to suggest that Afro-Brazilian racial
features are less appreciated than “European” ones, and this affects the way colored
Brazilians  see  themselves  in  society.  Another  example  of  this  is  the  case  of  street
children in Brazil. 
Since Bourdieu's definitions and usage of the term symbolic violence is – depending on
the context – somewhat ambiguous, I shall lean onto Weininger's systematization and
interpretation of symbolic violence in the analysis of this chapter. In short, symbolic
violence may be defined as the misinterpretation of social relations and the power these
relations entail. Misinterpretation happens when the differing relations are perceived as
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based on differences in honor and thus legitimized, while actually the social relations
are marked by differences in cultural and economic capital. (Weininger, 2005, pp. 144–
145.) This is the case in Brazil where white racial features are being deemed as the
honorable  ideal.  The  term  violence  suggest  that  the  resulting  subordination  or
domination is to be evaluated critically.
Donna Goldstein tells a story of Pedro Paulo, who is fascinated by street life early on in
his life. His mother works as a household servant and is seldom around. Pedro Paulo
spends most of his time on the streets and is sent to an institution frequently during his
childhood. Even as an adult he continues living a street life, becoming marginalized and
involved in crime. Trying to understand the reasons for Pedro’s choices, and those of
street children in general, Goldstein comes to the conclusion that crime offers a more
rapid  and  secure  route  to  wealth  for  poor  youngsters  than  any  ”honest”  work.
(Goldstein, 2009, pp. 234–235.)
Ryynänen also makes similar remarks about the street life on the basis of her data. A
lack of respect combined with poor prospects to success create the basis for getting in
touch with crime. Drug business means an easy way to get rich for many of the young
people living in the periphery. In addition, the lack of recreational activities in the poor
suburbs  pushes  children  and  young  people  into  criminal  activities  according  to
Ryynänen, since there really is not much anything else for them to do. (Ryynänen, 2011,
p. 128–133.) Street life and crime among children in the city’s peripheries results from
poor perceptions of possibilities in life in general. Of course, yet many want to avoid
street life and crime. Staying out of the drug business is also presented as a way to
survive in the favelas by its inhabitants (ibid). 
I noticed few children in rugged clothes hanging out on the streets while I was staying
in Salvador. I mostly encountered them in the central area while I was walking to the
library along “Sete de Setembro”,  one of  the main streets  of  the city.  The children
usually were leisurely lying on the ground or standing next to some street sellers. They
seemed to be around 10-15 years old and always boys. They did not hang out in groups
but rather alone or next to a street seller. 
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In Brazil, street children are perceived as dirty and dangerous (Hecht, 1998, pp. 141–
142). According to Nancy Schepher-Hughes, the term “street child” is “color-coded”
and it is strongly associated with black children (Scheper-Hughes & Sargent, 1998, p.
360).  Street  children  are  not  just  perceived  as  a  physical  threat,  their  presence  is
portrayed as an ideological threat in the Douglasian sense in anthropological literature,
as ”matter out of place”. There are even different terms for decent children (crianças)
and those that are perceived being so corrupted that they are not even seen as children
anymore (marginals, malandro). In the middle of these two “classes of children” there
is  also  a  menor,  a  term which  according  to  Tobias  Hecht  means  children  who  are
barefoot,  dark-skinned  and poor.  (Hecht,  1998,  p.  143;  Scheper-Hughes  & Sargent,
1998, p. 358–361.)
These different terms for children underline the specific symbolic status the children in
Brazil have according to their socio-economic and cultural background. As the lives of
the street children are scattered by the actual threats of violence, they are at the same
time the embodiments of symbolic violence because of how they are (mis)perceived as
objects for social disgrace, resulting from the social and symbolic hierarchy in Brazil.
Hecht  describes  the  many  physical  threats  for  street  children  in  Brazil  that  he  has
encountered.  His  insights  arise  mainly  from the  data  which  he  has  gathered  as  an
anthropologist  doing  ethnographic  fieldwork  among  street  children.  Ever  since  the
incident called Candelária Massacre, when the police shot several children while they
were  sleeping  on  the  ground,  the  Brazilian  police  has  been  portrayed  by  the
international  media as  the  main threat  for  the  country’s  own children living  on the
streets. Hecht agrees that the police indeed is often a violent and even a torturing figure
in these children’s lives, but he has also noticed, that the children are actually even more
likely to get killed by other children living on the streets than by the police.  (Hecht,
1998,  p.  118–145.) Another  impoverished  child  may  well  be  the  worst  threat  for
someone living or simply spending much time on the streets. Thus the line between
symbolic and actual physical violence is extremely blurred in the case of street children.
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The  above  fact  highlights  the  perverse  nature  of  symbolic  violence,  since
simultaneously,  the  person  may  be  the  agent  and  the  victim  for  the  resulting
maltreatment or violence. This could in fact clarify why symbolic violence is so difficult
to detect compared to physical violence. The latter is much easier to understand as the
process can be divided into common linguistic classes: the doer/ subject, the act and the
object. Symbolic violence on the other hand, cannot be detected directly and it cannot
be intuitively understood. As Bourdieu has described, this kind of violence often goes
unrecognized as violence at all  (Bourdieu & Accardo, 1999, p. 126). These examples
therefore suggest that we should think of symbolic violence as difficult to perceive.
Symbolic violence also leads to  misdirected threats  precisely because of its  abstract
nature described above. Interestingly, violent threat from the police in Salvador exists
even for those who are merely symbolically close enough to the actual street children
and young criminals. If a person is seen as belonging to a certain category of people, it
may result in a violent attack by the police. This accounts especially for the young and
poor youngsters living in the poor urban districts,  since they may be categorized as
criminals simply because of their  habitus. According to Ryynänen, the random violent
attack  by  the  police  is  seen  as  an  even greater  threat  than  criminality  by  the  poor
Salvadorian youngsters  (Ryynänen, 2011,  p.  119).  This kind of social  misperception
probably also works both ways, since it is not hard to imagine that being seen as a
criminal and getting treated accordingly further adds to the likelihood of perceiving
criminal  courses  of  action  as  real  alternatives  for  oneself.  Especially  as  the  violent
threats are interpreted as relating to one’s position in the society, such as the views of
oneself as indecent and undeserving, the habitus may well get structured accordingly. 
Nancy Schepher-Hughes points out how the political culture in Brazil does not seem to
cherish  the  concerns  and  values  for  human  rights  especially  in  the  case  of  street
children, thus neglecting the law of the Child and Adolescent Statue enforced in 1990 in
Brazil  (Scheper-Hughes & Sargent, 1998, pp. 354–355, 380). Indeed, violent attacks
against the poor are rarely investigated by the Brazilian police  (Huggins & Mesquita,
2000,  p.  263).  In  order  to  change  the  situation  thoroughly  in  the  Brazilian  society,
Scheper-Hughes  visions,  that  political  will  should  be  directed  at  “significant
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redistributions of resources, power, and symbolic capital” (Scheper-Hughes & Sargent,
1998, p. 382). 
4.5 From in place to out of place – acting and questioning the supposed roles
I was luckily able to interview two Afro-Brazilian quota students of Salvador's public
university regardless the university’s strike, both of whom were friends of Julio and thus
could be invited as interviewees to the quest house where I was staying at. However,
settling  the date  for  the  interview was not  very easily  achieved,  and we had to  re-
schedule the date several times.  When I  was finally waiting for my interviewees to
arrive, Julio leisurely remarked to me as he had noticed my anticipation: “This is how
things work in Brazil. If someone tells you they'll come and meet you, that means that
they either will come or won't.” Fortunately, they finally showed up and I was able to
interview them both.
My interviewees were actually recently graduated from the university,  and they had
been  among  the  first  quota  students  admitted  to  the  university  through  vestibular
examinations.  The  interviewees  were  called  Luciano  and  Gabriel,  and  both  were
astonishingly thorough and elegant in their responses, giving me very long and versatile
monologues as answers to my questions. 
Luciano  told  me  first,  that  even  though  people  would  expect  otherwise,  the  quota
system has not been openly discussed and debated much in Brazil.  He himself  first
encountered the quota system while attending a course on Afro-Brazilian history, which
was organized by a non-governmental organization in Salvador. Through this course he
began to understand the importance of the quotas for the achievement of true equity.
According to his own words, he first had to deconstruct the general idea of equality,
according to which everyone can achieve anything since all are equal to begin with.
According  to  Luciano,  this  view does  not  take  into  account  the  fact  that  different
conditions produce different outcomes: “As one has a Volkswagen Beetle, and the other
has a Ferrari, there is no way to get to the same place the same way”. This newly gained
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understanding then encouraged him to apply to the university to study communication
studies through the quotas, and he succeeded. 
Twine points out, that the Brazilians themselves do not usually see the disproportionate
numbers of colored Brazilians in higher societal positions as a representative example
for racial discrimination  (Twine, 1998). My informants also confirm this view, since
they  felt  that  only  participation  in  a  non-governmental  organization’s  educational
activities  provided  them  with  the  needed  critical  awareness  concerning  racial
inequalities in order to participate in affirmative action program. 
The principal of a public elementary school that I interviewed had a different view on
the  existence  of  general  knowledge  concerning  quotas  than  my  quota  student
informants. He said to me, that surely students are informed about the quotas without
being told about those at the school, for the quotas are widely discussed through media
accounts in the Brazilian society. Fernando, who works as an English teacher at the
same school, told me that he sometimes tells his students about affirmative action, but
he has not received any education or instruction of affirmative action as a teacher.
Luciano's  answer  concerning  the  lack  of  knowledge  concerning  the  quota  system
highlights,  that  as  the  cultural  realities  of  different  segments  of  the  society  do  not
necessarily  meet,  the  knowledge  and  understanding  concerning  affirmative  action
policies  might  not  reach  all  the  Afro-Brazilians  themselves,  maybe  not  even  the
majority of them. It is thus possible that some of the elementary school students never
hear about the quotas, and at the same time, the administrative staff at the school may
well  assume  otherwise.  This  raises  the  question,  what  else  might  be  assumed  as
available  common  knowledge  among  the  Afro-Brazilian  students  regarding  their
condition  and possibilities  in  the  society,  which  in  reality  might  not  necessarily  be
known to them?
That the interviewed held such different views concerning cultural knowledge shows
the differences of habitus and cultural capital in social interactions. As habitus refers to
the  cognitive  preferences  acquired  by  an  individual  through  social  interaction,  one
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would expect knowledge concerning the quotas to be much more available to anyone
accustomed  to  and  interested  in  following  public  discussion  of  affirmative  action
policies – or any educational and societal reforms at all, for that matter. On the other
hand,  if  a  person’s  lifestyle  does  not  include  reading  of  or  interacting  with  such
materials,  then it  should not be very surprising to learn that information concerning
university quotas may not reach her. In other words, the societal knowledge is different
for those belonging to different segments by habitus.
Habitus  thus has  significant  practical  consequences  for  a  person,  visible  through
preferences,  which  can  even  be  generalized  to  consist  of  an  entire  social  class’s
dispositions.  The  way  in  which  habitus operates  on  the  perceptions  of  an  agent  is
analogous with Bourdieu’s theoretical concept of taste. As an example, taste preferences
can be grouped together in a way that corresponds with the distinctive class relations of
the social world. Habitus thus signifies a systematic evaluation of what ought to be liked
or disliked according to one’s position, and which according to Bourdieu can only be
partially conscious for the subject. (Bourdieu, 2010, pp. 170–171.) 
For my interviewees, the conflicting taste preferences came up through their accounts
concerning the  specifically  ethnic  Afro-Brazilian  style  they  had assimilated  through
interactions with the ethno-political organization activities. One of them had adopted an
ethnic hairstyle, with a big curly Afro hair which he himself considered very beautiful
and obviously empowering.  For  his  relatives,  however,  this  hairstyle  was seen as  a
disgrace since the family members apparently had adopted a more European beauty
ideal  of  straight  and neat  hair,  which  portrays  the  symbolic  power  of  whiteness  in
Brazilian culture. Their preferences in taste could thus be seen as a form of symbolic
violence,  for  they did not seem to be able  to  appreciate  a physical  appearance that
contrasted with the white beauty ideals, and such a lack of appreciation is likely to have
bee influenced by historic relations between European colonists and ethnic minorities.
The students’ and their families’ conflicting ideals also probably portray the differences
in “color consciousness”, which Sansone has pointed out amongst different generations
in Brazil (see earlier p. 23) As the knowledge concerning ethno-political issues differs
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among  different  Afro  Brazilian  generational  segments,  their  preferences  of  taste
considering culturally informed styles differ likewise. 
Different persons may thus have different habitus and hence different taste preferences
according to their unique life circumstances, which may create conflicting ideals even in
the family context. But the  habitus is always a result of internalization of a specific
social order, and as such it also creates more general dispositions, for example the taste
of  an  elitist  Brazilian,  embodying  the  European  civilization  ideals  through  clothing
preferences9.  Habitus thus  combines  the  objective  universe  of  the  society  with  the
subjective universe of an agent.  (Bourdieu, 2010, pp. 166–167.) In effect, it should be
possible to look at the question of implicit racial prejudices through habitus.
Luciano told  me during  the  interview that  he had encountered several  inconvenient
situations  at  the  campus  during  his  university  studies,  while  he  was  studying  his
communications degree. The majority of the co-students were white, and many of them
had expressed views against quotas. He even encountered discrediting remarks passed
in jest from others, stating that he was there only because of the quotas. He recalls how
once a teacher remarked, “Ah! This room was more clarinha (lighter), it is now darker.
The profile  has changed in this  room.” Gabriel,  who also studied journalism at  the
university, had similarly experienced situations at the university that he interpreted as
forms  of  discrimination.  These  were  mostly  jokes  from  other  students,  but  also
unconsidered remarks from teachers,  such as “only because of the quotas I  have to
include you in this  course”.  Gabriel  told me that because of the general anti-quotas
atmosphere at the faculty, he felt embarrassed telling others that he was a quota student.
Gabriel had actually been one of the first quota students at the faculty, and when he
started his studies in journalism there was only one other quota student in the entire
faculty.
9  In Brazil, one peculiar example of the elite taste is the way in which 19th century Brazilians dressed, trying 
to imitate the fashion of European higher classes by wearing woolen dark coats and vests on top of layers of 
long sleeved white cotton or linen collard shirts. Such fashion would have been very uncomfortable in Brazil, 
where it could be 40 degrees Celsius warm in the shadow, but still anything more comfortable (white and light 
clothes) worn on an elite class member was deemed as madness.(Needell, 1987, pp. 166–171)
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Luciano told me that it  was difficult  for him to protect his self  esteem while being
associated  with  the  affirmative  action  program in  a  faculty  where  white  European
hegemony ruled. “It is hard to keep up with high esteem, stay strong to their traditions,
with their way of being, their way of dressing, walking, talking, eating.“ Once he had
taken a snack with him to the lecture hall, which was a custom for Luciano. A person
present remarked: "My God, what nonsense! Only in Brazil that can happen. A student
eating banana in the classroom. Please Luciano, pay attention in class." Luciano recalled
his experiences related to the encounter: “Yes, but this is my way of being! I can not eat
in this room because then I'm messing up your class? How am I messing up your class?
I'm not doing anything, I'm not saying anything. I do not understand anything you're
saying, how am I messing up your class?”
This  sort  of  conflicting  situation  is  an  obvious  issue  of  differences  in  habitus. As
Luciano remarked, he had to struggle with a certain way of being, dressing, eating and
talking. He did not even understand why anyone would consider eating snacks in a class
room  inappropriate.  He  had  a  conflicting  habitus with  that  prevailing  among  the
university students. His prior experiences and perceptions of social norms did not equip
him with the proper way of approach in a class room situation where taking snacks with
him was unacceptable. 
Of course, some aspects of the described confrontation might have also resulted from
his association with ethno-political activism. So, had he not been influenced by Afro-
Brazilian ethnicity construction, perhaps he might have experienced the confrontational
situation differently? Maybe Luciano would have not considered his own identity as
something requiring protection and guarding against the majority’s ideals. Hovart and
Antonio have also examined the effect of  habitus in an elite educational environment
where  African  Americans  students  were  a  minority.  They  formulated  a  concept  of
“organizational  habitus”,  which  refers  to  the  dominant  habitus in  the  school
environment.  As  individuals  with  a  different  habitus do  not  easily  fit  into  such  an
environment,  Hovart  and  Antonio  describe  their  distancing  from  the  organizational
habitus as a form of symbolic violence.  (Horvat & Antonio, 1999, p. 320.) Luciano’s
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refusal to comply with his classmates’ expectations rather imply him challenging the
symbolic power relations at the setting. 
In addition to habitus, cultural capital is an important aspect in understanding of what 
goes on in educational institutions. Cultural capital can be divided into three categories 
regarding what aspect one wants to emphasize. In its institutionalized form, cultural 
capital refers to, for example the academic degrees and educational certificates a person 
possesses. Such capital usually has an economic value which can be addressed, and thus
it is convertible to economic capital. Cultural capital in its objectified form refers to the 
cultural goods as material possessions, such as books, paintings and instruments, which 
usually have economic value as well. However, the appropriation of cultural goods can 
also happen symbolically, as a form of embodied legal ownership, which requires 
cultural capital in addition to (or instead of) economic capital. (Bourdieu, 1986, pp. 
246–247).
 
The third category of cultural capital is the most ambiguous of all, the embodied capital.
Such capital demands personal investment of time and effort, and while it is acquired
through socialization, it is thus not easily addressed as a legitimate property. Embodied
cultural  capital  signifies  that  the  cultivation  (or  lack  of  it),  which  a  child  receives
through  their  family  environment,  has  the  ability  to  either  hinder  or  enhance  one's
chances  at  any  given  field  or  “game”,  where  competition  for  capital  accumulation
happens. As symbolic capital, it represents the recognition attributed to certain forms of
embodied cultural capital, for example the appreciation of academic competencies one
possesses (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 141, 2009, p. 230). In Luciano’s case he obviously lacked
some of the cultural capital that were appreciated in the academic setting, among which
was the social norm of not eating during class.
The concept of capital in relation to immaterial property has been criticized on behalf of
the economically centered capital theories. Since property relations are impossible to
determine in relation to social and cultural capital, especially in their embodied forms, it
has  been  questioned  whether  capital  is  accurate  enough  concept  in  these  contexts.
(Ruuskanen, 2001, p. 32.)
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In Bourdieu’s usage of the term capital  it  seems to simply refer to the principle of
something that can be accumulated and used for the benefit of an individual. According
to Bourdieu, the idea of cultural capital served him as a theoretical means to address the
differences in academic achievements of pupils from different social backgrounds. His
theorizing provides a break from the common perception of academic capabilities as
originating  merely  from  natural  abilities.  Bourdieu  instead  describes  “the  domestic
transmission of cultural capital” as the most hidden and the most determinant form of
socialization for educational achievements. (Bourdieu, 1986, pp. 243-246.) Domestic
socialization may equip young people with a habitus that is required or appreciated in an
educational  environment,  and  the  lack  of  consideration  for  this  form  of  capital
acquisition may create tensions in a classroom for those not being equipped with such
cultural capital. 
This kind of view, has on the other hand, been criticized for not taking into account the
fact that, in addition to the arguably important home environment, schools and other
institutions  of education offer a significant  alternative route for the accumulation of
cultural capital and resources in general. Apparently institutional education appears as a
form of symbolic violence in Bourdieu’s theory, and according to criticizers, Bourdieu
insufficiently  takes  into  account  the  development  of  cultural  capital  that  occurs  in
educational institutes. (Goldthorpe, 2007, p. 7–8.)
Education is indeed an important subject present in many of Bourdieu's works, and he
deals  with  the  subject  broadly  and  even  politically.  For  example,  Bourdieu  writes
critically about intellectual racism that according to him pervades contemporary society
especially through its' educational spheres. This sort of racism divides a population on
the  basis  of  supposed  intellectual  differences,  but  which  are  actually  based  on
differences  in  cultural  capital.  Such  capital  is  conveyed  through  means  such  as
intelligence  tests,  school  grades  and  educational  degrees  or  titles.  These
(mis)perceptions  are  then  used as  legitimizations  for  the  dominating  status  of  those
apparently more capable and wise, without considering the social inheritance related to
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the  renewal  of  such  intellectual  privileges.  This  kind  of  ”ideology  of  competence”
characterizes today's sociodicy of the elite. (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 221–224.)
A third aspect relating to educational prospects of the Afro-Brazilians is their ethnic
membership in a certain social group, which I will analyze as an example of social
capital. Skin color according to Bourdieu is a sign or a symbol, which may be used as a
principle to divide people into different groups by habitus  (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 9). An
example of these groups could be “Afro Brazilians” or “blacks”. According to Bourdieu
the sign can be used in this way only when people have enough information to perceive
a certain sign and interpret  it  in  an accustomed way. Categorizing people into such
groups as “Afro Brazilians” is a political act, since those signs and other components of
habitus are relational and hence illusory. It could be said that skin color is a significant
value of Brazilian society, since it is a noticeable categorizing principle in national as
well as practical everyday contexts. 
Group membership becomes a form of social capital, when it implies a sort of “mutual
acquaintance and recognition”. By naming such networks can be instituted officially,
although  the  group  memberships  can  also  exist  merely  through  “material  and/or
symbolic  exchanges”.  For  colored  Brazilians,  their  group  membership  has  been
institutionalized officially through state’s laws referring to black and mulatto Brazilians
as  Afro-Brazilians.  Even  though  white  Brazilians  do  not  have  official  group
membership  in  a  similar  ethnically  informed  sense,  the  national  statistics  usage  of
“white”  category  implies  a  certain  noumenal  status  for  such  membership.  White
Brazilians  could  be  thus  seen  as  formative  network  for  social  capital  as  well.  The
symbolic  exchanges  for  white  Brazilians  enforcing  the  aforementioned  mutual
acquaintance and recognition has indeed happened historically in Brazil. This can be
seen for example through the prior custom in job announcements demanding ”good
appearance”  for  the  candidates,  which  is  generally  perceived  as  referring  to  being
considered as white, as I have explained earlier. 
As people are being – perhaps unconsciously – divided into groups according to skin
color,  and some groups  are  considered  better  than  others,  symbolic  power  leads  to
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symbolic violence. This happens since the classification of people by their color or by
some other matter is advantageous to those who engage in it (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 475).
As  the  whole  society  gets  organized  accordingly,  the  end  results  show  in  various
objectively measured instances, for example in the higher education statistics of black
Brazilians. 
4.6 Educational chances and symbolic capital in Brazil 
In  Brazil’s  case,  the  intellectual  divide  among  the  population  begins  right  at  the
elementary school  level.  As a  national  agenda,  children from 4 to  17 years old are
obliged to go to school in Brazil. (Becker, 2014, p. 64.) Even though the federal state is
enforced to direct 18 % of its budget on public education, there still remains several
challenges for quality education, such as frequent strikes of the teaching personnel and
inadequate schooling environments (Moulin & Pereira, 2000, pp. 47–48). While I was
staying in Salvador, the public schools had been on a strike for quite some time already,
and the university staff began a strike less than a week after my arrival. I stayed in
Salvador for two months, and the public schools were on strike most of that time.
In addition to public schools, several private schools operate at the elementary level,
and  these  are  generally  much  more  appreciated  in  Brazil.  From  all  the  people  I
discussed the matter with, only one quota student interviewee was certain that he would
prefer  a  public  school  for  his  own children.  This  was however  a  matter  of  dispute
between  him and  his  girlfriend,  as  the  girlfriend  working  as  a  pedagogue  actually
preferred the private school option. The quota student I interviewed thought, that by
choosing his child to go to the public school, he would help to enforce the public school
system. However, he said he would only put his child to a good quality public school,
and apparently there were not many such options available. 
While I was staying in Salvador, there was an article published in the local news paper
Correio, about how the teachers in public schools preferred private education for their
own children. The teachers had listed reasons for this, among which there were the 38
degree Celsius temperature of the public schools’ classrooms, overcrowding, inadequate
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feeding of the students, broken toilet facilities, lack of water and unqualified teaching
staff at the school (Barsan, 2012, p. 34). 
Fernando, who himself was an English teacher at a public school, said that he certainly
wanted to put his son to a private school rather than a public school, since he personally
knows what it is like at the public school. The teachers are often on a strike or simply
not  present,  the students'  social  problems are more visible  there,  and the quality  of
education is poorer. During the public school teachers' strike Fernando himself went to
work at a private school for a while, and he was thrilled by the good quality of teaching
facilities there. He told me how at his school the student groups were big and there was
no technology to assist the teaching.
When  I  interviewed  the  public  school  principal,  we  discussed  about  the  biggest
challenges related to the public school environment. A major problem seemed to be that
the teachers simply did not arrive to do their job even when there was no strike. I did
not  understand  how  this  was  possible,  but  apparently  there  were  not  enough
administrative means to prevent teachers not doing their job properly. The principal told
me that he himself had reduced the working hours of the teachers by diminishing the
staff’s compulsory meetings. He was hoping that easing the teachers workload would in
effect  reduce  their  absent  hours  in  the  classrooms.  In  addition  to  this,  the  school
environment was perceived as dangerous by the teachers, and some had even quit their
jobs because of the safety risks. There had been some serious issues with violence at the
school,  and the  principal  was  hoping to  get  added security  to  the  place  by  adding
security surveillance cameras.
Apparently  the  public  school  system is  facing  some  serious  challenges  due  to  the
material conditions at the school buildings, and also due to the lack of motivation of the
teachers, which probably results from several issues not included in the analysis of this
thesis. The problems at the public schools are too complex and manifolded to address as
only the result  of  lacking cultural  and symbolic  capital,  but  it  is  still  clear  that  the
private schools offer a better environment for a person in Brazil to accumulate these
kinds of capital. 
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The sharp contrast  between the quality of public and private schools in Brazil  itself
affects  tertiary  education  opportunities  for  Afro  Brazilians.  The  public  universities’
student intake depends on success on the entrance exams (just like in Finland), and the
former private school students are better  equipped for these tests. In addition,  many
prospective university students pay for extra prepping for entrance exams, and this sort
of a private education might last  for a year or so.  Private extra tuition is  of course
available only for those who are able to pay for it. 
Symbolic capital implies recognition of the capital, based on the distinctions that are
known to the players in the field. Private education thus serves as symbolic capital for
many Brazilians, since private schools are better  valued than public schools. Private
education probably also adds more cultural capital for the private school students in
comparison with the public school students, as there seems to be more teaching and of
better quality in the private schools. Julio also pointed out to me, that in public schools
the students did not seem to be motivated to learn at all, which he was able to observe as
he  worked  at  an  environmental  organization  giving  lectures  at  public  schools  in
Salvador. Julio, himself a former private school pupil, found such disinterestedness as
rather surprising. 
Motivation and a will to learn could be seen as aspects of cultural capital, which are
more  prevailing  at  private  schools  in  Brazil.  As  the  private  school  option  is  better
available  for  the  wealthier  Brazilians,  and  the  whites  outnumber  the  blacks  in  the
wealthier classes, the poor quality for education piles up for the coloured Brazilians,
which  further  reinforces  the  likelihood of  black  Brazilians  as  lacking symbolic  and
cultural capital. 
Not only socioeconomic class thus effects the disproportionate numbers in educational
statistics,  but  the  expectancies  related  to  phenotypical  stereotypes  through  symbolic
capital and habitus guides the thinking of both coloured and un-coloured Brazilians.
Robert Miles has written about racialisation and racism as structuring ”the exploitation
of labour power in a particular ideological manner”, and he refers to Omi and Winant’s
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notions in rejecting class analysis for not considering the peculiarities of race for social
conflict  (Miles,  2000,  pp.  136–141).  This  criticism  against  class  analysis  seems
especially valiant in Brazil’s case, where racial democracy ideal has long been accepted
as the truth of the society’s racial relations, and where skin color categorization still
prevail as leading principle for social divisions. 
Investigating the situation of blacks in the United States, Ogbu defines black Americans 
as belonging to a caste-like minority group. With “caste-like” he wants to emphasize 
“the structural base of the history of black subordination”. It implies that people 
belonging to this group have limited access to the more illustrious positions within 
society (and therefore resources) simply by virtue of belonging to that group. (Ogbu, 
1982, p. 125.) This is “caste-like” because of the widely spread essentialist way of 
thinking that supports the system. Their position is hence somewhat similar that of Afro 
Brazilians. In particular, Ogbu argues that because of this position, the problems of 
black children in educational sphere should not be viewed simply as problems faced by 
lower-class children (ibid.). 
I  also asked the quota students  whom I interviewed which form of the quotas they
considered more important, the social quotas or the racial quotas. Both of them said that
social quotas are also important, but the universities should not apply exclusively social
quotas  because  of  the  history  of  blacks  in  Brazil.  The  aforementioned  theoretical
insights concerning the structural discrimination of blacks seem to back up this view.
5 Results and discussion
Brazilian writer Luiz Ruffato analyzed Brazil’s equality issues in an interview during
the Olympics at the Rio de Janeiro. He recalled: “At the opening ceremonies of the
Olympics, at the best seats of the stadium sat the white upper-middle class drinking
beer. Meanwhile blacks and poor people labor hard for the elite, their homes are evicted
from the vicinity of the Olympic park. That’s how Brazilian society works.” (Manner,
2016, p. 16. translation mine) The Olympics certainly helped raise some of these issues
in the international public discussion, and it’s effect will remain to be seen. 
61
When I first started to outline the subject of this thesis, I was personally inclined to
think  that  any  racial  inequality  in  higher  education  was  more  related  to  socio-
economical status than any sort of real racial discrimination. At that moment I reflected
on the way which discourse on educational politics in Finland groups all immigrants
together when considering their relatively low participation rates at higher education
institutions.  To  me,  this  seemed  problematic  given  as  how  it  seems  obvious  that
immigrant children from, let’s say, a Swedish academic family would be more likely to
enter university than children of refugees from nonacademic family backgrounds.
After examining the situation in Brazil more closely, my outlook changed drastically.
Low  socio-economic  background  surely  determines  educational  chances  of  Afro-
Brazilians to  some degree but it  should not be considered the only cause for racial
inequality  in  the  society  and its  educational  institutions.  The fact  that  whiteness  in
Brazil has such obvious symbolic relevance that it serves as symbolic capital, gives an
unfair  advantage  to  uncoloured  Brazilians  in  all  societal  practices,  including  those
related to education. 
As people are being – perhaps unconsciously – divided into groups according to skin
color,  and some groups  are  considered  better  than  others,  symbolic  power  leads  to
symbolic  violence.  As the whole society gets  organized accordingly,  the end results
show in  various  objectively  measurable  instances,  for  example  in  higher  education
statistics of black Brazilians. 
The lack of such symbolic capital among Afro-Brazilians molds a habitus where the
relative  lack  of  prospects  needed  in  oder  to  “climb  the  social  ladder”  has  been
integrated. This should not be seen as an absolute outcome of the racial hierarchy of
Brazilian culture, but it is a strong enough tendency that it should be taken into account
when manners of increasing racial equality in higher education are considered. 
As the reference group theory by Robert  Hefner  suggests,  people refer  to  a  certain
group’s expectations with which they are accustomed when making their own moral
evaluations, and hence the individual and the society should not be considered as too
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separated  (Hefner,  1993,  pp.  25–26).  Bourdieu’s  theorizing  illuminates  this  same
principle in the way it incorporates the subjective evaluations with socially acquired
appreciations and goals. 
It  is  important  to  notice,  at  the  same time however,  that  even though the symbolic
relevance of skin color in Brazil is still very detectable, the significance of skin color for
ethnic categorizing remains ambivalent. As I have noted earlier in chapters 2.2 and 2.4,
the ethnic discourse interacts with the skin color categorization in the black movements’
goals, and now even governmental politics groups black and brown Brazilians together
as “Afro-Brazilians”, referring to an ethnic category instead of a racial one. As a form of
symbolic power, on behalf of the government, such labeling may increase the ethnic
consciousness of coloured Brazilians in the future. So far, however, referring to oneself
as an Afro-Brazilian or as originating from African ancestors has not been a common
practice among the coloured Brazilians. 
The ambiguousness of ethnic categorization of the colored Brazilians is also one aspect
of the controversial nature of the quota system in Brazilian public universities. As the
skin color  categorization mostly relies  on auto-declaration,  like for  IBGE’s national
censuses, some people seem to think that such practice leads to the quota system being
taken advantage of, as was pointed out to me by my interviewee Gabriel.  The non-
governmental organization Educafro has demanded some kind of official verification in
addition  to  the  currently  used  quota  applicants’ self-declaration  in  order  to  avoid
exploitation of the system. Methods for such official  verification have relied on the
external  control  of  phenotypical  appearance  of  the  applicants.  (Costa  da,  Maia,  &
Saldaña, 2016.)
Cultural  capital  gained  through  family  upraising  and  symbolic  capital  advance  the
chances of white Brazilians over colored Brazilians to aim for an academic degree. In
this thesis I have tried to look for examples in the everyday experiences of Brazilians
that could account for such difference. However, as Sansone points out, skin color is
important in the orientation to social power in some areas of life but less so in others.
He lists activities that could be deemed as “racially neutral” in the Brazilian culture,
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such  as  the  carnival,  the  neighborhood,  hanging  out  in  the  bars,  beach  volley,  and
certain religious places. Furthermore, the Afro-Brazilian religious places and capoeira
are instances of situations where being black could be considered as rather appreciated.
(Sansone, 2003, p. 53–54.) Also my quota student interviewees pointed out, that for
blacks  it  is  considered  somewhat  ideal  to  pursue  for  a  career  in  music  or  playing
football. 
Having  the  possibility  to  apply  for  university  degree  through  quotas  signifies  a
reacknowledgment of different chances for white and colored Brazilians at the societal
level.  Sansone  concludes  in  his  thorough  analysis  of  racial  realities,  that  racial
democracy remains an idealistic vision for Brazilians, something that should be aimed
at even if it has not been achieved at the moment (Sansone, 2003, pp. 53–55). Perhaps
the fact that affirmative action policies have been adapted so suddenly, as we saw in
chapter 2.4, affirms this view. 
There are, however, still significant setbacks related to the quota student’s possibilities
to  obtain  an  academic  degree.  During  his  interview,  Gabriel  raised  the  concern  of
insufficient support for the quota students. He remarks how student life is itself costly,
the books and computers are expensive and long journeys to the campus cost money.
Admission to the university is thus one challenge for the colored Brazilians, and the
ability to continue studies and actually graduate from the university is another matter.
Further research needs to be conducted in order to determine how ethnicity and socio-
economic background interact with the process of studying at the university. 
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